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Preface 


Iv WAS ONCE SUGGESTED to me that the title and subtitle of this book 
should be reversed, and there is considerable merit in that idea. This 
book provides a feminist analysis of liberal voluntarist theories of po- 
litical obligation, most commonly referred to as consent theory or so- 
cial contract theory. It reveals that women’s exclusion from the realm 
of the political in modern political theories and practices is attribut- 
able not merely to the fact that opportunities for consent, the accept- 
ance of benefits, and other modern indexes of political obligation are 
effectively denied to some people, such as women and minorities. 
Rather, it is the very definition of obligation as an exclusively volun- 
tarist principle that makes liberal obligation theory problematic for 
women and other historically disempowered groups. 

But this argument marks a deeper theme, namely, whether and 
how feminist theory can provide new insights and methods in politi- 
cal theory to keep the latter viable and timely. Feminism, as one of 
many antimodern, or “postmodern,” strategies of the late twentieth 
century, is an extremely powerful tool for revealing the ways in 
which the picture of reality represented by state-of-nature theorizing 
is really a picture of beings of a particular gender, race, and class in a 
highly specific cultural and economic environment. It provides effec- 
tive ways of seeing how perspective informs and shapes our concep- 
tions of reality embodied in dominant political theories. I thus take 
political obligation as a focal point for illustrating the methodological 
shifts which I believe feminism demands of—and which I am urging 
on— political theory. 

This new methodology requires a reciprocal relationship between 
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the history of thought and analytical philosophy and between con- 
temporary sources and those of previous eras. Using feminist psycho- 
analysis to identify the gender bias of early social contract theory, I 
explore whether contemporary concepts that derived from the En- 
lightenment, such as obligation, contract, and consent, contain this 
same bias even though we tend to view them as gender neutral. This 
gender bias, I argue, is built into the foundation of modern liberalism 
and hence constitutes a structural component of contemporary vi- 
sions of political obligation. Feminist analysis is necessary to revealing 
this bias and constructing new theories that can accommodate the 
experiences of women and other excluded groups. 


It seems somewhat strange to me, though in retrospect it is perhaps 
not all that surprising, that in the process of developing this argu- 
ment, I found that the themes of my book echoed those of my per- 
sonal life. For me, the task of writing, while extremely rewarding, can 
also be so singular, so isolating, that I have often felt quite alone in it 
these past several years. I found myself periodically wondering if 
Hobbes is perhaps correct to say that relationship is artificial, as diffi- 
cult to sustain as to create. Yet now, as I call to mind all the people 
who have been connected with my intellectual and emotional life dur- 
ing the production of this project, | am reminded of the degree to 
which relationship is in fact truly central to our lives. 

This book goes back several years, and a number of people offered 
crucial help in its earlier incarnations. My general indebtedness to 
Richard Flathman, who was involved in this project from its incep- 
tion, cannot be overstated. I have incorporated so many of his sug- 
gestions that it would be impossible to mention them all. In addition 
to stimulating my interest in political obligation in the first place, he 
helped me clarify my arguments, and indeed get to the heart of the 
problem I sought to grapple with. He also aided me in developing a 
voice that allowed me to bring together the often conflicting worlds of 
political theory and feminist theory. 

Nancy Hartsock has also provided constant support from the proj- 
ect’s beginning. She has read the manuscript in its entirety at one 
stage or another, always ready to comment on successive drafts. She 
often brought to bear insights on points I not only did not see but 
would not likely ever have seen but for her assistance, My intellectual 
debt to her is evident throughout this work. 

Ian Shapiro and Christine Di Stefano each provided careful and in- 
sightful readings of the completed manuscript and offered sugges- 
tions that greatly improved the clarity and organization of the book. 
Rogers Smith also commented extensively on an earlier version of the 
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manuscript, leading me to several improvements, Sandra Harding 
provided insights at various places along the way, not only reading 
key chapters at crucial points in the book’s development but also pro- 
viding access to her own ongoing work, Jane Mansbridge and Julie 
Mostov offered helpful suggestions on democratic theory, as did 
Laurie Langbauer on postmodernism. The late George A. Kelly also 
provided early help and guidance, particularly in my work on Rous- 
seau. Less specific but no less important support came in the form 
of discussions with friends and colleagues, particularly Chuck Beitz, 
Liz Bussiere, Jean Elshtain, Jim Kurth, Roland Pennock, and Abby 
Zanger. Students of feminist theory and political theory at Swarth- 
more College and, more recently, Cornell University also helped me 
rethink many of the issues considered in these pages. 

Early financial support was provided by the Woodrow Wilson Foun- 
dation, in the form of a dissertation grant for research in women’s 
studies. Swarthmore College provided faculty research grants for the 
summers of 1988, 1989, and 1990, which helped me complete research 
important to several parts of the book. Cornell University and The 
Bunting Institute of Radcliffe College provided support during the fi- 
nal stages of preparing the manuscript for publication. Portions of 
this book appeared earlier in article form in the American Political 
Science Review: “Freedom, Recognition, and Obligation: A Feminist 
Approach to Political Theory” in vol. 83 (December 1989), and “Femi- 
nism and Liberal Theory” in vol. 85 (March 1991). I appreciate the 
journal's permission to use this material here. 

Finally, I thank my family, who have always offered unfailing sup- 
port for me and my work even when they weren't sure they under- 
stood either. Most of all, I thank my husband, Chris Stoeckert, not 
only for sticking by me during the worst—as well as putting up with 
me at my worst—but for having faith in me when I did not have it in 
myself. We have been traveling together since this project was very 
young indeed, and he has seen it and me through many transforma- 
tions, good and bad, with constancy and good-natured tolerance. 


Nancy J. HIRSCHMANN 
Cambridge, Massachusetts 


Rethinking Obligation 


Introduction 


POLITICAL OBLIGATION concerns the basis on which states can legit- 
imately exact obedience from citizens, Or more precisely the condi- 
tions under which citizens are morally required to obey the authority 
of the state. This statement immediately raises further questions: 
What do we mean by legitimacy? Authority? The state? 

In modern western democracies these questions are generally an- 
swered by reference to voluntarist ideology. That is, an obligation is a 
limitation on behavior, a requirement for action or nonaction, which 
the (non)actor has chosen or agreed to, as opposed to duty, which 
may be a requirement that exists “naturally,” or “positionally,”' but at 
any rate is not explicitly chosen by the person who has the duty. It is 
central to our (western) understanding of obligations that they arise 
from voluntary and free actions. The paradigm for obligations on the 
liberal model is the promise and contract, and its political counterpart 
is the social contract.* 

Voluntarist obligation theory, loosely dubbed “consent theory,” 
holds that political obligations exist only by virtue of the fact that 
citizens of a state consent to the authority of the government. Begin- 
ning in the seventeenth century, divine right and patriarchal theories 
of obedience and legitimacy were rejected in favor of new theories 
that premised legitimacy on individual choice, to greater and lesser 
degrees. Working from a new conception of human beings which em- 


‘Rawls (1971), Simmons (1979), p- 4- 

*See Hume, “Of the Original Contract,” in Hume's Moral and Political Philosophy (1948), 
and Pateman (1979), for particularly strong statements of the links between the consent 
theory of obligation, or the social contract, and promising. 
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phasized the independent will and the capacity to make choices, and 
rejecting the tradition of bonds imposed from (and by virtue of) birth, 
consent theorists created a new concept of political legitimacy which 
depended on the will of the governed, not the governors. 

This voluntarist notion of obligation has spurred heated and even 
violent criticism over the past three centuries. Hume, Burke, Godwin, 
Hegel, and Bentham all rejected consent theory because it went too 
far, or not far enough. Hume, for instance, rejected it on both de- 
scriptive and prescriptive grounds; not only was it a fantastical de- 
scription of actual political societies in which obligations existed, he 
argued, but it was also hopelessly mired in illogic and inconsistencies. 
Obligation, or allegiance, was loosely based on the natural sympathy 
humans feel for one another, and thus people should support what- 
ever government happens to be in power in order to preserve peace 
and security.’ Burke, emphasizing the need for tradition, decried obli- 
gation by consent because it took individuals out of their social con- 
text—a context defined by hierarchy and inequality, but a context 
nonetheless.‘ Hegel similarly took consent theory to task and refuted 
it exhaustively, if not bitterly: the state is the locus of humanity, he 
said, and therefore we must partake of and support it. The abstract 
choice provided by consent threatens not only the state but our own 
humanity as well.* The utilitarians rejected the concept of natural 
rights in particular, Bentham calling it “nonsense on stilts.”* More 
recently, critics such as C. B: Macpherson and Carole Pateman’ have 
seriously criticized the Lockean and Hobbesian views of consent and 
obligation; Richard Flathman, Hanna Pitkin, Michael Walzer, and 
John Rawls’ have further argued for rejecting consent theory as a le- 
gitimate and cogent ground for political obligation, arguing for differ- 
ent conceptualizations of obligation. And theorists such as A. John 
Simmons and John Dunn’ have concluded that political obligations do 

‘See particularly Hume, “Of the Original Contract,” “Of the First Principles of Gov- 
ernment,” and “Of the Origin of Government,” in Hume's Moral and Political Philosophy. 
See Hirschmann (1989b) for a more detailed account of my reading of Hume's criticisms 
of consent theory and theory of obligation. 

‘Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France. 

‘See in particular Hegel, The Philosophy of Right. 

‘Smith (1985), p. 39. See Bentham, A Fragment on Government and An Introduction to the 
Principles of Morals and Legislation. 

"Macpherson (1962), Pateman (1979). 

*Flathman (1972), Pitkin (1965, 1966), Walzer (1970), Rawls (1964, 1971). 

Simmons (1979), Dunn (1980), esp. “Consent in the Political Theory of John Locke,” 
pp- 29-52, and also (1969), and (1985). Wolff (1970) should also fall into this category, 
but I agree with Pateman that it does not. Wolff, in basing his solution on Kant and 


Hegel, displays an acceptance of the state that puts him at odds with the philosophy of 
anarchism. Pateman (1979), p. 140. 
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not exist, perhaps cannot exist, and even that the concept of political 
obligation is hopelessly confused and should be rejected entirely. 

This body of literature would seem to bode ill for yet another anal- 
ysis of political obligation, and especially for one taking consent as its 
primary focus. Admittedly there are serious problems with making 
consent the focus of political obligation. As numerous critics might 
argue, by now everyone knows that consent theory is implausible. 
Hume, in effect, said it all. And if he did not, his many successors 
did. By this time consent theory may be something of a dead horse, 
or at least a straw man, a point that theorists have been making for 
decades. 

In a sense that is precisely the issue. Why is it that consent theory 
in particular has been hammered at so long and so hard, with such 
inconclusive results, if it is so self-evidently implausible? If “self-as- 
sumed” political obligation” is in fact hopeless, how do we account 
for its continued prominence as an object of philosophical scrutiny? 
And why, after all the rejection, particularly of the principles of con- 
sent theory, do theorists go to such lengths to salvage the concept of 
obligation, and even of consent? For in spite of all the literature on 
the subject, only Simmons, some philosophical anarchists, and possi- 
bly Dunn have held that obligations do not exist. Most other critics 
seek to find an alternative ground for obligation. These alternatives, 
interestingly enough, generally seek to embody effectively the same 
fundamental assumptions of “natural” freedom and equality that 
ground consent theory, indeed that make consent the only possible 
basis for obligation. 

It is my contention that political theory has not been able to ad- 
vance on the problem of political obligation because consent theory is 
designed to mask certain assumptions that are nevertheless central to 
it. As a result, the problems it presents are self-perpetuating and cir- 
cular. A number of critics have identified the most central of these 
problems as abstract individualism. The assumptions I mention begin 
with that but go well beyond it, for while I agree with a great deal of 
the literature critical of abstract individualism, none of the criticism 
goes deep enough to articulate the reasons for the problems obligation 
theory displays. It merely addresses the symptoms rather than the 
catises, with the predictable result that the identical problems recur, 
albeit in altered form, in the “new” theories developed to replace the 
social contract. These theories leave unasked the question why ab- 
stract individualism is so important to these theories. Amid all the 


“This phrase is used particularly by Pateman (1979). 
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debate, therefore, “the problem of political obligation” is not resolved; 
indeed, the problems are merely repeated, recycled, and rehashed. 

What is it about consent theory that has tied political theorists in 
such knots for all these years? What is it about the theory and its 
contradictions that both attracts and repels? What is it about the cri- 
tiques that contributes to, rather than resolves, the problem? And 
how, if these approaches are so problematic, should we approach the 
question of political obligation? This book is one attempt to explore 
these questions from a different perspective than has heretofore been 
adopted. 


A Modernist Concept of Obligation 


The early social contract theorists—most popularly Hobbes and 
Locke, later Rousseau, but also such lesser-known figures as Paine 
and Godwin—varied considerably in their specific conceptions of 
human beings and of the political society they should inhabit, and 
hence developed somewhat different notions of consent. Yet these 
different conceptions share basic characteristics such as an emphasis 
on individual action, rejection of patriarchy and divine right as formal 
models of political society, and the attempt to define and execute a 
particular concept of freedom. So perhaps a silhouette sketch of con- 
sent theory can be developed for purposes of definition. 

The generic form of consent theory, generally characterized as com- 
ing from Hobbes and Locke, begins with their premises that all 
“men’" are naturally free and equal. Equality existed at least in the 
power people had to pursue their desires; and for Locke, people fur- 
ther had an equal right to appropriate property. They were “free” in 
that they did not depend on the will of others. This nondependence 
was essential to a full humanity. As I shall argue more fully later on, 
freedom was defined in terms of what Isaiah Berlin was to call “nega- 
tive liberty”; that is, we are free to the extent that external barriers— 
barriers that exist outside the self—do not inhibit us from pursuing 
our desires. 

This concept of freedom was radical not only in that it was a tre- 
mendous departure from the hierarchical conceptions of social life of 
the previous century, but also in that it was extreme. Autonomy and 

"In general, I will use she as the generic pronoun. In several places, however, partic- 
ularly in my discussion of social contract and consent theory in Chapters 1 and 2, | 
appear to use he generically and man to mean “people.” Part of my argument is that the 
individual in consent theory is a specifically masculinist construction of a masculine 


self; so when 1 use he in these instances, | am not simplistically referring to males but 
rather alluding to a masculinized conception of the individual. 
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freedom required a concept of man as an isolated entity. The only 
legitimate connections to others are those initiated by the individual 
or agreed to by him of his own free choice. This abstract individual- 
ism involves the notion that the individual can be abstracted from 
relationships, from social context, and even from qualities of human- 
ness which others—particularly, as we shall see, women, at least his- 
torically—have deemed vital, namely the capacity and need for con- 
nectedness and for human relationships. 

In light of this extreme individualism, the reason for consent lies in 
the theorists’ recognition that some relationships are desirable in the 
daily course of our pursuing individual needs and interests. That con- 
nection is a necessary aspect of human life, even if an inconvenient or 
possibly dangerous one. But since any relationship is highly likely to 
involve a curtailment of individual freedom by creating an obligation, 
such relationships can be tolerated only if they are entered into volun- 
tarily. According to consent theory, no one can determine what rela- 
tionships are good for someone else and bind that person thereby. 
Everyone must choose her own relationships. But furthermore, any 
relationship entered into voluntarily has to be of some value to the 
partners in the relationship; as Hobbes says, “Of the voluntary acts of 
every man, the object is some Good to himselfe.” Locke echoes this 
sentiment in observing that “no rational Creature can be supposed to 
change his condition with an intention to be worse.”” If, in entering a 
relationship and binding oneself thereby, one gives up some free- 
dom, and if freedom constitutes humanness, then one loses part of 
one’s humanity through that relationship. This humanity must be re- 
gained in another way, through that very same act of alienation. This 
can be accomplished only if an individual's interests are promoted 
through this curtailment. 

Yet such relationships of mutual agreement and gain are often not 
successfully achieved; that is, although they may be formed for mu- 
tual gain, they turn out to be antagonistic and hostile. For various 
reasons suggested by a number of theorists—greed, an inability to 
know the laws of nature or to reason, the introduction of money, the 
lack of a common judge and known law—the state of nature always 
degenerates into a state of war, that state which Hobbes so famously 
characterized as “poore, nasty, brutish and short.” 


“Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 192; Locke, Two Treatises of Government, p. 398. 

Leviathan, p. 186. Because of the complexity involved in citing the various dates of 
different editions of the works of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and others, these historical 
sources will be referred to by author and abbreviated title. The bibliography lists the 
edition from which I quote. Also, all emphasis in quoted material reflects. original em- 
phasis unless otherwise noted. 
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The only way to achieve the peace and order necessary for contin- 
ued acquisition is to submit to an arbitrative authority, the Sovereign. 
The Sovereign—whether an absolute monarch or a representative 
parliament—creates an element of predictability by creating rules that 
make certain kinds of behavior punishable. It enforces the laws of 
nature, particularly by enforcing agreements between men and estab- 
lishing rules of property (what belongs to whom, why, and how). 
Even though average citizens are generally not involved in governing 
(with the exception of Rousseau, social contract and consent theorists 
from Hobbes onward have rejected direct or participatory democ- 
racy), they are seen as the source of government, as the foundation 
for legitimacy. This new emphasis on the self-creative capacities of 
human beings leads to the notion that they are capable of creating all 
of their social relationships. Indeed, they must create all of their rela- 
tionships if they are to preserve their human essence, their freedom, 
Men’s relation to government is merely one of these relationships; 
hence no government is owed obedience unless citizens consent to its 
authority. Because of the radical and equal freedom of all men, con- 
sent is seen to be the only way to create political obligations: it is a 
necessary condition. Furthermore, on this view, consent is also a suf- 
ficient condition for obligation: if people are to respect individuals’ 
capacities for rational decision making, then individuals must be 
taken at their word when they consent. 

This admittedly brief rendering of original social contract theory di- 
verges in several ways from contemporary consent theory, but it pro- 
vides the latter with its foundation. Although consent theory appears 
to have lost popularity in theoretical circles in the nineteenth century, 
it resurfaced as a central issue in political theory in the 1960s and 
1970s." Furthermore, contemporary theorists took up consent theory 
in particular as apparently the central—or at least a central—concep- 
tion of obligation to disarm. This conception of consent was explicitly 
identified as Lockean. Ironically, perhaps, these theorists often fol- 
lowed Hume’s lead, attacking consent on logical, descriptive, and 
prescriptive grounds. 

Even more ironically, however, contemporary critiques can be seen 
as stressing “even more emphatically than Locke that consent is the 
sole basis of legitimacy and obligation.” That is, while they appeared 


“See introduction, chap. 1, and chap. 2 of Hirschmann (1987). This submersion con- 
tinues to the latter half of the twentieth century: “Obligation - . . [is] a concept which 
not so long ago was on one side of the Atlantic virtually discarded as a linguistic anach- 
ronism, and on the other treated simply as a behavioralist phenomenon.” MacFarlane 
(1974), pp- 1305-6. 

‘Smith (1985), p- 45, makes this comment about modern consent theory, not about 


Introduction 7 


to criticize and reject consent theory, many contemporary theorists in 
fact adopted consent as the basis of obligation but transformed the 
way that consent is expressed, or even the very meaning of consent. 
For instance, Joseph Tussman, attempting to reconcile the centrality 
of consent to obligation in the face of the fact that many people do not 
even think about their consent, suggests that we “assume” that the 
majority of citizens give their consent and are like “political child- 
brides” who let others protect and define their best interests.“ Pitkin, 
through a creative reading of Locke, develops the notion of “hypo- 
thetical” consent: what perfectly free, rational beings would consent 
to determines what the average unfree, unequal person is obligated 
to. Flathman argues for a “good reasons” approach, holding that criti- 
cal reasoning will reveal to us that we have (or do not have) good 
reasons for respecting the authority of a government. Whereas obliga- 
tion is a “practice” and must operate within the confines of lan- 
guage— facts that automatically limit what can count as a reason—the 
final repository is individuals’ ability to judge and decide for them- 
selves. He thus gives individuals the same “veto power” over their 
obligations for which he faults consent theory.” Simmons, while 
maintaining that no existing consent theory accounts for obligations, 
nevertheless holds that consent is the only possible ground for obliga- 
tion because it is the only way to preserve individual choice. Sim- 
ilarly, Pateman, who is highly critical of liberal obligation theory, ar- 
gues for a fully consistent consent theory, which can be realized only 
in a Rousseauist participatory democracy." 

Even within the context of other concepts, obligation still follows 
the assumptions of consent theory. Rawls’s “fair play” principle de- 
pends on the active acceptance of benefits within a cooperative 
scheme. Although a context of justice is important, passive accept- 
ance or nonavoidance of benefits does not generate obligations. This 
principle is juxtaposed to his concept of duty, which is “natural” and 
not the product of choice. Both duty and obligation involve 
“schemes” or ends which are just; but obligation, to be such, must be 
at base voluntary. Within Rawls’s structure, however, if one does not 
accept the benefits of a just scheme, and hence has no obligation to it, 
one may still have a natural duty to it anyhow by virtue of its just- 
ness; if it is just, then one would have agreed to it in the original 


modern critiques of consent theory. [t is my own contention that his statement holds 
equally true when applied to these critiques. 

*Tussman (1960), p. 37- 

"Flathman (1972), p. 287- 

‘Simmons (1979), Pateman (1979). 
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position. This fact calls into question the usefulness of Rawls’s dis- 
tinction between obligation and duty, for at least in the case of political 
obligation, my duties require me to do the exact same thing that I 
supposedly have no obligation to do, namely obey the law.” 

This highlights a blind acceptance of voluntarism as a prerequisite 
for obligation even when it does not make theoretical sense. Even 
theories that challenge the idea of consent as the basis for obligation 
tenaciously hold on to the guiding assumptions of consent, for most 
of these theories bend over backwards to bind citizens to their state, 
and indeed to reassert the centrality and importance of obedience to 
the state on a voluntarist basis even as they reject consent theory. As a 
result, consent theory was not rejected but rather rewritten: it became 
implied consent, hypothetical consent, the assumed consent of the 
“political child-bride,” the recognition of good reasons, or the accept- 
ance of benefits. Certainly the differences among these theories are 
significant; but what is more so is that they all failed to recognize that 
it was not consent per se that needed to be questioned but the as- 
sumptions underlying consent. It is for this reason that none of these 
theories has satisfactorily resolved the problem of political obligation. 

What are those assumptions? As | said earlier, abstract individual- 
ism is a basic starting point. What the liberal construction does is reify 
human will, action, and existence. In asserting that the individual can 
and does create all of her relationships and all of her obligations, con- 
sent theory abstracts people from their social circumstances and ig- 
nores the reality that social relationships do in fact influence, shape, 
and make possible the human capacity for autonomy. Choices exist in 
social contexts. The fragmentation and alienation of self inherent in 
the concept of labor and the body as separate from the self, for 
instance,” ignores the fact that self-creative capacities develop within 
the context of nonconsensual relations, namely a society and fam- 
ily, which an infant does not choose. The social contract theorists 
wanted, and still want, to deny this and to deny the complex dy- 
namics of human development and social relations in their eagerness 
to assert man’s independence from monarchical rule. 

Yet at the same time, and on another level, these theorists also 
recognized that such denial was impossible. This is an idea that is not 
often recognized because it is not overt in consent theory; yet it is 
readily apparent. After all, if they truly believed in individualism, as 
Godwin did, and perhaps as Simmons does, then why has not anar- 
chism become a more popular doctrine, and why did consent theory 


"Rawls (1964, 1971). 
VSee Macpherson's (1962) interpretation of Locke on this theme- 
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need to be developed at all? Why not simply declare the freedom and 
equality of all and conclude that governments are themselves illegiti- 
mate? The ostensible answer is the desirability of certain relationships 
to the end of each individual's pursuit of her own individual inter- 
ests. This desirability is what gives rise to the idea of consent, to a 
convention that allows discrete beings to form relationships of agree- 
ment and contract. 

The deeper answer begins with recognizing that this desirability is 
in fact considered a necessity. I maintain that the social contract theo- 
rists implicitly accepted governmental authority as a fact of human 
existence, even as they explicitly argued that governmental authority 
threatened the “fact” of human freedom and individualism. Although 
government ostensibly is created by, depends on, and derives legit- 
imacy from human choice, in fact humans have no choice: govern- 
ment must exist. This tension manifests itself throughout voluntarist 
theories of obligation as one between individuality and community, 
between the “fact” that humans are naturally free, and the “fact” that 
these free individuals need a common authority if they are to pre- 
serve that freedom. Rousseau declared that “man is born free, yet 
everywhere he is in chains.” Consent theorists try not to resolve this 
paradox but to take it as a given and build their theories on the prem- 
ise of its irresolvability. In the process, ironically, they end up trying 
to disguise it, to pretend that it does not really exist. 

Of course, a tension between freedom and authority is not neces- 
sarily a bad thing; indeed, many see it as the hallmark of democracy. 
And certainly tensions are a positive strength of political theory. The 
problem with liberal obligation theory, however, is that the tension is 
conceived not as a tension per se but as a contradiction. Freedom and 
authority, individual and community are defined in opposition to 
each other from the very start. This is where the concept of abstract 
individualism comes into play: because individuals are seen as so rad- 
ically separated from one another, the relation between individual 
and community seems inherently irreconcilable. Abstract individual- 
ism requires a conception of freedom as the absence of external re- 
straints, and of authority as one of those restraints. It intimately de- 
pends on a concept of the individual that is at odds with community. 
The problems are thus not the passive product of “human nature” or 
“divine order” but are the outcome of a particular epistemological 
framework, a particular way of conceiving, defining, and represent- 
ing the individual, and indeed the world. 

In this portrayal the recognition of the need for authority is masked 
in favor of the recognition of the “fact” of individual freedom; and the 
contradiction between freedom and authority is reconciled ostensibly 
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by an ultimate appeal to freedom. Individualism is theoretically more 
important than authority and order. Hence authority must, at least 
ostensibly, be based on voluntarism, on the choices of the people 
who will be subject to the authority. In this way individuals’ limita- 
tions on choice via the establishment of government and law is really 
an expression of choice via consent. But this voluntarism is in reality 
camouflage for coercion; it is not genuine. The theories overtly oper- 
ate from the claim that authority should not win out because of the 
priority of individual freedom. Indeed, that was the whole justifica- 
tion for this genre of theory. But in reality the need for authority takes 
precedence over freedom. As a result, almost all of the voluntarist 
theories of obligation accomplish what Rousseau is singled out and 
excoriated for, namely forcing citizens to be free. Thus Locke offers 
“tacit consent,” and Hobbes links force and consent. Tussman por- 
trays the majority of citizens as “minors” who need “tutelage.” In 
potentially less coercive terms, H. L. A. Hart talks of a “blind habit of 
obedience,” and Flathman also legitimizes habit as a way of enforcing 
behavior without making people “feel imposed upon.” Rawls tries to 
get around the problem of people who do not accept benefits by de- 
claring them to have a natural duty to those things to which they 
supposedly do not have an obligation.” 

Of course, the consent tradition represents a vital historical move in 
theories of political allegiance in its initial rejection of authority based 
on patriarchy and divine right. Nor should we deny out of hand the 
possiblity that consent theorists recognized some previously obscured 
human qualities—namely the notion of will, the ability to act volun- 
tarily, and the capacity for self-rule, choice, and self-creation—which 
I, at least, am not ready to abandon. We must remember, however, 
that consent was primarily a rejection of traditional patriarchal, non- 
voluntarist theories of allegiance. Therein lies its primary significance. 
To assert that all men are inherently free and equal was an important 
contribution to political thought, for it recognized the self-creative 
and rational decision-making abilities that humans have. But it is one 
thing to conclude from this that divine right and patriarchy are ille- 
gitimate; it is quite another to conclude that each separate and indi- 
vidual human being must decide for herself which obligations—polit- 
ical and otherwise—she will assume. 

Yet to say that these contradictions occur because of the way these 
theories conceptualize man, society, freedom, and authority still 
leaves the question, Why do they conceptualize them in this way? 
That leads us to the heart of this volume. I argue that this skewed 


*Tussman (1960), Hart (1961), Flathman (1972), Rawls (1964, 1971). 
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vision of humans and of the political concepts that define our lives is, 
at least in part, a product of gender bias.~ There are several levels to 
this claim. The first is that, since political theory has been written 
mostly by men, and “citizens” have always been male until the cur- 
rent century, then political theory must represent a male viewpoint, 
male interests, male concerns. But of course it goes deeper than this, 
because the immediate reply is that justice is gender neutral; freedom 
is neither male nor female (though theorists have long proclaimed the 
class bias of such concepts). 

This deeper level that I speak of is epistemological. It is the central 
contention of this book that the contradictions and inconsistencies 
that consent theory displays arise from an epistemological gender 
bias. Its problems are paradigmatic of the problems of liberalism, for 
this epistemological gender bias is one foundation of liberal theory as 
a whole. Although this bias undoubtedly has other dimensions, such 
as race and class, in the present work I explore how a feminist anal- 
ysis can uncover the specifically gendered roots of the problem of 
obligation, how it can reveal these issues to be related to specifically 
“masculinist” epistemological frameworks, how it can point the way 
to a more encompassing and adequate political theory, and specifi- 
cally to a theory of obligation that reflects more accurately the experi- 
ences and needs of all human beings. 

There are two dimensions to this bias: that is, obligation is not 
merely contingently sexist but structurally sexist as well. By contingent 
sexism | mean that cultural biases against women deny them oppor- 
tunities for consent, and pervert consent theory as a result. This bias, 
by excluding women from standard means of consenting and by de- 
nying them the opportunities for choice afforded men, presents a 
contradiction to consent theory that it can and should rectify. A fully 


=The issue of essentialism and gender is one | take up later in this book. But I want 
to say from the start that I have gone to great lengths to avoid being reductive. | realize 
that gender is an extremely broad category, and that my use of the term does not 
necessarily encompass differences in race, class, geography and nationality, cultural 
heritage, historical period, even, as we get further into psychological theory, one’s 
placement in the family (eldest or youngest sibling, whether one has same-sex or differ- 
ent-sex siblings, treatment by parents, including roles they filled, and so on), all of 
which may have a profound effect on the epistemological considerations 1 develop in 
this work. Gender is, however, one important source of the biases of liberal theory, 
and it is a theme that must be pursued if we are to understand this dimension of liberal 
theory. Similarly, the approach I take to the analysis of gender is only one possible 
approach; feminist scholarship abounds with methods and approaches, new ideas and 
analyses, all of which taken together provide a transformation of most if not all of the 
current disciplines. For examples and discussions, see Harding (1986), di Leonardo 
(1984), Di Stephano (1990), Chodorow (1978), Jaggar (1983), Gould (1984b), Trebilcott 
(1984). 
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consistent consent theory would allow women full opportunities to 
choose their obligations. 

This type of argument is not uncommon in political theory and in 
feminist politics,” But few have recognized the deeper structural com- 
ponents of this exclusion. By structural sexism I mean that the very 
structure of obligation—the fact that it is defined solely in voluntarist 
terms, that the concept of a nonvoluntary obligation is something of 
an oxymoron—is itself reflective of a masculinist perspective, and au- 
tomatically excludes women from obligation on an epistemological 
level. In this light, the provision of full opportunities for consent begs 
rather than answers the question of obligation. By declaring that all 
obligations, to be such, must be taken on voluntarily, consent theory 
ignores or denies what women’s experience reveals: namely that obli- 
gations do in fact exist that are not chosen but rather stem from the 
crasis and history of human relationships. A fully consistent consent 
theory would have to include, perhaps paradoxically, the recognition 
that not all obligations are self-assumed. In ignoring this point, does 
existing political theory, created predominantly by male practitioners, 
reflect specifically masculine experience? Does it therefore reflect spe- 
cifically masculinist orientations toward reality, a specifically mascu- 
linist epistemology and ontology? Are the problems that I identify in 
my discussion of consent theory specific to the historical experience of 
men, including especially the experience of, and the concern to per- 
petuate, sexual and gender domination? 

These questions should not be confused with the claim that all no- 
tions of choice, individuality, freedom, and consent are somehow 
masculine or male-derived. I seek to establish a more complex and 
subtle argument that a masculinist epistemology and framework un- 
derwrites modern understandings and definitions of these notions. 
Masculinism refers to ideas and theories that take masculine experi- 
ence as the given generic experience, and indeed overvalue men’s 
experience at the expense of women’s experience. Or perhaps more 
precisely, masculinism is an ideology that reifies, exaggerates, and 
privileges certain aspects of the kinds of material experience that have 
typically and historically been associated with men at the expense of 
the kinds of experience associated with women. The feminist theoreti- 
cal framework that I adopt starts from the basic premise that both 
men and women, masculine and feminine, are socially constructed. 

VSee Jaggar (1986), esp: chaps. 3 and 7. Politically this has been the most common 
line of attack. From suffrage movements to equal employment opportunity, women 
have sought entry into traditionally male spheres without challenging the terms and 
conditions defining those spheres. See Flexner (1959); O'Neill (1969), chap. 8. My point 


is not to criticize these movements as ineffectual but rather to point out the limitations 
inevitably imposed on them by structural parameters. 
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Men are not “naturally” or “essentially” one way any more than 
women are “naturally” another. In every culture, however, there 
are certain social continuities and similarities among people labeled 
“women” and those labeled “men.” And an important difference be- 
tween the social construction of maleness and femaleness has been 
power: men have historically dominated women and had more 
(though not complete) control over how they construct both them- 
selves and women. This has resulted in institutions that socially and 
politically privilege men over women; but it has also affected the 
structure of meaning and reality by pervading our very categories of 
knowledge and the ways in which we evaluate criteria. The perspec- 
tive of this socially constructed masculine experience is epistemologi- 
cally validated and imposed on women, thus preserving male privi- 
lege, or the social practices and structures that enable men to 
continue to consider their own experience the human experience. In 
the context of consent theory, for instance, attending to women’s ex- 
periences from a feminist perspective leads to the insight that there 
are many ways to define choice. Why has it been defined in modern 
liberal obligation theory in this particular (atomistic) way with other 
sorts of insights obliterated from public institutions and discourses 
such as political theory? Part of the answer, I suggest, has to do with 
the gender of the people who created these institutions and dis- 
courses. 


Women and Obligation 


If the centrality of consent to obligation stems from “man’s nature,” 
then a consideration of women and obligation presents a myriad of 
difficulties on a variety of levels. For although women are human 
individuals, and are therefore free and equal, they are also declared to 
have, “by nature,” an incapacity to act in public life. This means that 
they cannot consent, and that their consent is either taken for granted 
or given by men who supposedly speak for them. 

Within the traditional private sphere, of course, women’s obliga- 
tions have been numerous without the benefit of a truly voluntarist 
basis. The most obvious example is that although women have not 
had a great deal of choice concerning whether and when to have chil- 
dren, at least until recently (though extreme limitations on women’s 
abilities to control their bodies certainly still exist), they have always 
been required to care for their children, and indeed such a require- 
ment was considered a natural duty or obligation. At least in early 
modern Europe, women were considered “naturally” suited to be 
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mothers. That was their function and purpose in life, and social pres- 
sure to conform to this role was, to say the least, exceedingly strong. 
In more contemporary times we like to insist on the wider choices 
women have, with the availability of contraception and abortion. Yet 
such choices lie in a context that may often make pregnancy more 
oppressive than before. The availability of abortion, as Simone de 
Beauvoir argues and as Carol Gilligan’s interviews reveal,* can be 
used by a man to enforce his preference on a woman just as readily as 
it can be used by a woman to exercise her own choice. The “sexual 
revolution” may have made contraception more readily available, but 
it also brought about a diminishing sense of responsibility in the 
social role of men, as demographics on single and teenage mothers 
and statistics on the nationwide problem of child support suggest.” 
At the same time, the U.S. Congress has effectively decreed that only 
women who can pay for abortions may have them, thus restricting 
freedom of choice for poor women. Antiabortion forces seek to re- 
strict all choice by banning abortion through legislative action and 
constitutional amendment, and in the meantime by harassment and 
violence, such as by bombing family-planning clinics. The restriction 
of abortion coupled with prevalent attitudes about sex leaves women 
in a serious double bind, particularly poor and young women. As 
Diana Russell points out, “Sexual liberation without sex role lib- 
eration” creates a myriad of oppressive practices and problems for 
women while enhancing “liberty” for men.” 

Although these contrary forces might have the potential to collide 
and cancel one another out (as de Beauvoir suggests, will philander- 
ing male politicians ever willingly give up the convenience of abor- 
tion?), all of these forces serve to impinge on women and on their 
ability to choose in ways not experienced by men. Because women 
have been an oppressed class, it seems easier or more natural to make 
women (and especially poor and minority women, as doubly op- 
pressed classes) the pawns in the political controversy; it is significant 
that neither the legal nor the moral controversy surrounding abortion 
focuses on paternal responsibility. And because women have been 
the oppressed, they are more sensitive and subject to such forces that 
would interfere with their ability to choose. A nonoppressed group 
fighting such pressures, or an oppressed group not fighting such 


“De Beauvoir (1974), esp. pp. 540-50 and passim; Gilligan (1982), chap. 4. 

*See, for instance, the following articles in the New York Times (entries refer to sec- 
tion, page, and column numbers): October 7, 1986, II, 1:6; October 13, 1986, IL, 4:1; 
October 16, 1986, Il, 1:6; November 28, 1986, Il, 13:6; December 10, 1986, Í, 1:2; Decem- 
ber 11, 1986, III, 26:6; December 17, 1986, II, 12:3; December 18, 1986, Il, 30:1; January 
10, 1987, L, 26:1. See also Moore and Burt (1982). 

*Russell (1975), p- 208. 
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pressures, might have a better opportunity for developing and defin- 
ing a sense of choice on its own terms; but the existence of such pres- 
sures seriously inhibits women’s chances for developing the sense of 
self they have been told to deny but which is necessary for choice. 
And without choice, how can women have obligations within the lib- 
eral formulation? 

Marriage might seem more promising ground for consensual obli- 
gation, for parties choose their spouses and agree to be married. In 
past centuries, however, women did not choose their spouses; such 
decisions were made by parents, and the contract was generally one 
of dower and exchange, or of solidifying kin or clan relationships, 
between the husband-to-be and the father of the bride. Once in the 
marriage relationship, the woman, whose prior identity subsisted in 
her father’s, was subsequently subsumed by her husband.” 

In the late twentieth century in the West such conditions have been 
altered, but serious sexual double standards still undermine the lib- 
eral democratic principle of freedom and equality for all individuals. 
The law has been exceedingly slow to recognize women as equal and 
independent legal entities within the marriage relationship. Credit 
law is one particular problem for many women. A woman's credit is 
generally based on her husband’s income, regardless of her own 
wage income, the assumption being that the woman might quit her 
job at any moment to have a baby or to work in the home, If the 
husband dies, the woman's credit rating dies along with him.* 

Such nonrecognition of women—or their ascription as nonper- 
sons—contradicts the concept of consent: not only is the wife de- 
pendent on her husband in a way that violates the tenets of freedom 
defined by consent theory; but also, if she is a nonperson, how can 
she be a party to a contract? On a deeper level, however, the assign- 
ment of women to the private sphere as guardians of everything in it, 
from morality to nurturance to the kitchen and the bathroom, serves 
also to contradict the consensual nature of marriage. As Carole Pate- 
man argues, what a woman “consents” to is a prescribed role, a set of 
duties, activities—and, it might be added, even attitudes and feel- 


Rubin (1975), Bension (1935), Lockridge (1968), Pateman (1984). 

*Reagan (1984). In states with equal rights amendments this situation is slowly im- 
proving. As Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1953) point out, however: “In non-ERA 
states such as Georgia, a couple’s home belongs to the husband even if the wife paid 
for it; in several states like Louisiana, a wife can be sued for her husband's gambling 
debts; and in New Mexico, before the state ERA was adopted, a wife could not adver- 
tise for the sale of the family dishwasher without her husband's consent. . . . In many 
states a housewife still cannot obtain credit apart from her husband. The legal changes 
that remove such inequities have been uneven, and they have by no means guaranteed 
independence for women” (pp. 118-19). 
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ings—determined by the fact that she is a woman, by the fact of her 
gender. Only women can be wives, and wives are expected to per- 
form certain functions and fill certain roles.” Failure in these roles and 
functions constitutes failure as a woman. Not only is such a formula- 
tion inhibitive of free choice, but it is also dehumanizing; indeed, it is 
thereby dehumanizing on the liberal democratic account, since free- 
dom is central to humanity. One is reminded here of metaethical dis- 
cussions of “good” where criteria for good are attached to a particular 
object’s function; a “good woman” is a “good wife,” and a “good 
wife” performs certain functions. Particularly in marriage, gender 
roles are so prescribed, especially for women, that to speak of choice 
and consent is in itself problematic.” 

Aspects of these roles overlap with the even more serious problem 
of rape. Because a wife traditionally “consents” to obey her husband 
and to engage in conjugal relations, it has generally been thought a 
legal and even logical impossibility that a husband could rape his 
wife. The problem of consent is particularly keen in this area because 
the question of whether a woman consents and what she consents to 
has been understood by laws, courts, and societies to be what men say 
and think women consent to. In the last decade or so some changes 
have been made in marital rape laws, although the courts have been 
ambivalent in the United States and other western democratic coun- 
tries about the status of married women in relation to their husbands’ 
sexual desires. For instance, in some states, such as Pennsylvania, 
spousal sexual assault statutes exist; yet under such statutes a hus- 
band’s rape of his wife is considered a less serious offense than non- 
spousal rape. In Pennsylvania, spousal rape constitutes a second-de- 
gree felony with a maximum sentence of five to ten years; nonspousal 
rape is a first-degree felony with a maximum sentence of ten to 
twenty years.” 


*Pateman (1984), esp. pp. 76-79. 

“Of course, men are also put into roles that may result in their repression, for exam- 
ple, the classic case of the man who quits school to marry and support his pregnant 
lover. We might argue that men’s oppression per se is less than women’s because the 
oppression goes hand in hand with privilege; but the larger point is that feminist the- 
ory does not maintain that women are the victims and men are the problem. Rather, 
we all have the problem, and patriarchy, which defines the way men and women 
interact, is the cause. In this sense feminism is “the new humanism”; but see Di Stef- 
ano (1990), Flax (1986), Harding (1986), and Hartsock (1987). 

“See Pennsylvania Crimes Code, Pennsylvania Statutes, vol. 18, sections 3128 and 
3121. This difference might suggest a holdover of the origins of rape as a property 
offense, but the court might also have a paternalistic interest in keeping “families” 
together. It should be noted that if a divorced or separated husband rapes his (ex)wife, 
the crime falls under the rape statute, not spousal sexual assault. For the property 
origins of rape law, see especially Brownmiller (1975) and Schwendinger and Schwen- 
dinger (1983); for courts’ interests in keeping families together, see Daly (1987). 
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The question of rape in general is particularly important for the 
issue of women and consent; for while it has long been thought that 
women were incapable of consent in political terms, it is simul- 
taneously asserted that they always consent to sexual intercourse.” 
From the seventeenth century to Henry Miller, Normal Mailer, “pop” 
post-Freudian psychology, and the modern-day rapists’ legal defense, 
it is assumed that even when a woman says no to sexual intercourse, 
she means yes. Rousseau carefully outlined how a woman had to re- 
fuse sexual relations, and could never actively say yes, in order to 
repress her animal nature and thus preserve her virtue, thereby safe- 
guarding men’s freedom. But at the same time, she had to satisfy the 
male’s desire and so had to develop indirect and flirtatious ways of 
saying no that really did mean yes. 

That myth and image of women persists today. Until quite recently 
a woman’s sexual history could be admitted as evidence in rape cases 
in an effort by the defense to suggest that the victim had actually 
consented, the assumption being that a woman who was not a virgin, 
or who at least had had several sexual encounters, was promiscuous 
and liable not only to be lying but to have consented to sexual inter- 
course as well. The most believable evidence generally accepted in 
court that a woman did not consent to intercourse is that she actively, 
physically resisted, and the best proof of that is physical injury, such 
as cuts and bruises. The act of saying no is in itself not sufficient to 
establish denial of consent, and indeed even resistance is often inter- 
preted as a form of consent. Pateman has noted a defense involving 
the claim that the defendent “believed” the woman to have con- 
sented.“ The jury is not to determine the fact of whether the woman 
in fact consented but whether it was reasonable for the man to believe 
she did, thus placing the burden of proof on the woman to establish 
dissent and the burden of responsibility on her not to be raped. 

The problem of rape brings us closer to a consideration of women’s 
obligations within, or in relation to, the “public” realm. In the past, 
such consideration was relatively straightforward. Women were not 
allowed to partake in public life by voting or holding office because 
their nature made them unfit for such responsibility. They were inca- 
pable of making a rational assessment of their interests (read their 
husbands’ or fathers’ interests, since they owned no property, not 
even in their persons) and so were banned from the public realm in 
order to safeguard it from anarchy and mayhem. But they were 
equally subject to the law as men and were liable for tortious acts and 


*Pateman (1980). 
‘Ibid., pp. 159-60. 
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other lawbreaking;™ for if the purpose of excluding women from the 
public was to preserve the civil order, it would make no sense to 
exempt them from obedience to law, 

Today the issue of the vote has been, at least superficially, put to 
rest, with most western democracies having granted the vote to 
women in the twentieth century (Switzerland as late as 1971). The 
recentness of female enfranchisement could explain some degree of 
reticence on the part of new women voters. For example, female vot- 
ers in the United States in the 1920s usually voted as their husbands 
told them to, along standard party lines.” Although there has more 
recently been talk of a “gender gap” in policy issues, it has not 
seemed to play out in votes; even though polls revealed that men 
approved of Ronald Reagan more than women, and that women dis- 
approved of his policies more than men, the 1980 and 1984 election 
results did not show an appreciable gender difference between parties 
or candidates, or at least not appreciable enough to influence policy 
decisions favorable to women,” 

It could be argued that women do not have a unified political iden- 
tity in terms of casting a vote (as opposed to expressing political opin- 
ions), or that there is in fact no gender gap. But remarkably low voter 
turnout in the United States also suggests a compensatory variable. 
That is, a wider variety of people answer polls than vote, and the 
conditions for choosing to be one of the electorate may be self-selec- 
tive for certain attitudes about politics and candidates. Politicians 
have long recognized that getting the support of public opinion is not 
as difficult, or as important, as getting the holders of those opinions 
to vote.” Women, like the poor, may feel that there is little reason to 
express their preferences because they view the system as unrespon- 
sive, a suggestion that raises the more relevant issue of whether the 
vote has been, is, or even can be an effective tool for political equality 
and power for women. I suggest it is not and perhaps cannot be 
within the confines of liberal democratic institutions as they are, and 
that the lack of a gender gap in voting statistics when it exists in the 


“For instance, in the Connecticut Valley in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
women were liable for punishment decreed by law for tortious acts, usually the stocks 
or prison, although they could not themselves bring suit for tortious acts committed 
against them, and although their husbands or fathers were generally sued for financial 
remuneration. See Smith (1961). 

*O'Neill (1969), chap. 8; Randall (1982). 

*This is a disputable statement, and scholars have argued both that there was a 
gender gap and that there was not. See, for example, Abzug (1984), Kelly (1989), Klein 
(1984). At the electoral level at least, however, this gap has not thus far had a serious 
impact on who is elected to office. 
aan for instance, Parenti (1974), Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980), Piven and Clow- 

(1988). 
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polls may reflect women’s belief that this is so. For even with the 
vote, a de facto exclusion of women from the political realm by the 
“feminization of poverty” has effectively disenfranchised what voice 
they have. 

The holding of political (and possibly military) office may be easier 
to pinpoint as a sign of women’s continued exclusion. Indeed, the 
absence of female elected heads of state (queens, of course, are not 
elected) is remarkable. Margaret Thatcher was the first female head of 
state in a modern western democracy, in a country where only 28 out 
of 650 members of Parliament were women. Eastern democratic coun- 
tries have fared a little better in this regard with Golda Meir, Benazir 
Bhutto, and Indira Gandhi, although female members of legislatures 
are few in countries that are in many ways deeply misogynist. Cor- 
azon Aquino's 1982 victory in the Philippines is also noteworthy 
(though her presidency has seemed continually threatened by her 
male advisers). And although Geraldine Ferraro broke the barrier for 
national candidacy in the United States in 1984, the U.S. Senate had 2 
women out of 100 members, the House of Representatives 22 women 
out of 435 members. 

Susan J. Carroll has argued that this is neither accident nor coinci- 
dence. From the results of extensive surveys she concludes that 
women are systematically excluded from party politics, at least in the 
United States. She found that parties were very reluctant to sponsor 
or support women for national seats but were more willing to back 
them for local offices. Parties were also more willing to support 
women for multimember seats, for example, a school board or town 
council, where the party runs a slate of candidates and electors vote 
for more than one. She also found that when parties faced certain 
defeat—because a seat was “safe” for the opposing party—the losing 
party was then more likely to support a woman candidate. What she 
calls the “sacrificial lamb” would not only thus hurt herself politically 
but would “save” a male candidate from being hurt.” 

The fact that women who succeed in public office are the excep- 
tions to the rule points out that women have an anomalous place in 
politics, not a usual one, and certainly, according to party organiza- 
tions as well as the electorate, not a welcome one. When male politi- 
cians make the laws, women’s interests are that much less likely to be 
represented—not necessarily because male politicians do not sympa- 
thize with or like women, but because “women’s issues,” that is, 
issues of concern primarily to women, are seen as secondary. Or, 


*Nelson (1984). 
*Carroll (1985), esp. chap. 3. See also Mandel (1983) and Mezcy (1980), 
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perhaps more precisely, it is because male politicians tend to take 
patriarchal attitudes toward women’s interests. Thus, although the 
majority of Americans favors passage of the Equal Rights Amend- 
ment, it is defeated in Congress; although most Americans favor the 
right of a woman to choose abortion, the Hyde Amendment passes 
Congress, and states such as Pennsylvania and Louisiana pass restric- 
tive abortion statutes. And thus the failure to address issues of preg- 
nancy leave, federally funded child care, reform in rape laws, equal 
pay, comparable worth, reform in credit law, pension and social secu- 
rity differentials, and so forth ad nauseam. 

Of course, some western democracies have made progress in cer- 
tain of these areas, and my discussion is obviously biased toward the 
United States because I am most familiar with it. But that does not 
mitigate the general political and social attitude that women’s issues 
are considered just women’s issues, and not broader issues of primary 
concern to male politicians and their male constituents. Even when 
the struggle for equal rights is advanced somewhat, it is always 
couched in terms of allowing women to try to “catch up” with men, 
rather than in terms of redefining policy goals and initiatives to reflect 
women’s needs as an oppressed and politically excluded group. That 
reformulation of policy cannot happen while Congress and other rep- 
resentative bodies are not merely dominated by men but are defined 
in masculinist terms by that domination.” 


Political Obligation and Feminist Theory 


The foregoing shows most obviously that consent theory is contin- 
gently sexist, that it is used to promote and perpetuate cultural biases 
against women to deny them the ability to consent and to further 
deny them the political and social equality that the full exercise of 
consent should, theoretically, allow. The problems highlighted by the 
literature critical of consent theory—the nonvoluntary aspects of tacit 
consent, the lack of real input and choices in such supposedly partici- 
patory acts as voting, the existence of coercive restrictions on political 


“Kathleen (1986), p. 5, suggests that women and men do express different “attitudi- 
nal orientations during the policy formation process,” which can have an important 
impact on the generating of policy helpful to women. This suggests that there may be 
more hope for women in policy objectives at the state level if the “new federalism” 
gains momentum and states get more power in setting policy because parties have 
been more likely to support women’s candidacies for state legislative positions, accord- 
ing to Carroll’s (1985) thesis. But her thesis also would imply that if state positions 
become more important because of increased power in policy making, parties would be 
less likely to support women for those offices. 
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choice by virtue of economic and political disempowerment—are at 
least twice as severe in light of women’s relation to obligation, con- 
sent, and citizenship. To say that women are not free to consent in 
the way required by consent theory is to highlight women’s oppres- 
sion and exclusion from the political. 

But the foregoing discussion has also hinted at the deeper problem 
of consent theory, namely, its structural sexism. The definition of 
obligation as only and always consensual ignores or denies the realm 
of private sphere activity which has defined women’s obligations. 
Whereas women’s experience is to a large degree the product of con- 
tingent sexism, and what is declared to be “consent” for women is 
generally not genuine consent, women’s experience also suggests that 
there are structurally sexist components of obligation theory, and 
these lie in the exclusive conceptualization of obligation in voluntarist 
terms. For such a conceptualization cannot explain or accommodate 
many aspects of social relations and bonds that women’s experience 
in particular reveals. That is, it is not just that women’s experience is 
actively excluded from the dominant conceptualization of obligation 
by unfair and sexist implementation, but that liberal political theory 
defines obligation so as automatically to preclude women’s experience 
from being adequately encompassed and accurately expressed. It is 
thus not merely a matter of “bringing women in” to liberal political 
theory; the only way women can be “brought in” is if they abandon 
their experience and adopt the public-private split that separates their 
experience from perceived reality. This is precisely what has hap- 
pened under liberal feminism in contemporary society: child care be- 
comes a private problem for the “working mother” (itself a significant 
term); pregnancy becomes a private issue but abortion a public one. 
Women voters must choose among male politicians, all of whom ig- 
nore issues of child care, comparable worth, credit law, and the Equal 
Rights Amendment. 

Women’s experience suggests that the liberal definition of obliga- 
tion needs to be broadened to include some nonconsensual aspects of 
life. An example may illustrate this notion. I pointed out earlier that 
women have had little to say about when and whether to have chil- 
dren yet have always been considered obligated to care for them. Is 
such an obligation invalid without consent? If so, does a woman have 
a right to abandon a baby whose gestation and care she did not con- 
sent to? Certainly, legal authorities in most countries, democratic or 
not, would deny such a right. But, more significant, many women 
who have had babies under such conditions might also tend to deny 
such a right. The obligation to care is not merely imposed by society; 
it has also historically been recognized by women themselves for a 
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variety of reasons, ranging from strict socialization to enthusiastic and 
conscious choice, This would suggest, however, that recognizing an 
obligation is not coextensive with or even the same thing as consent- 
ing to it. If a woman has a child against her will but comes to love it, 
or is influenced or even socialized by her family and other people she 
loves, she may recognize an obligation without fulfilling the neces- 
sary criteria for consent. As we shall see more fully in later chapters, a 
woman in such a situation is likely to refer to a different set of values 
in assessing obligation. Love is a particularly problematic element in 
this scenario. One does not choose to love. One can love against 
one’s will, or in spite of oneself, as it were, and be involved in all 
sorts of obligations as a result. One can fall into certain respon- 
sibilities and obligations. One can have obligations foisted upon one. 
And one can then recognize an obligation, even when the criteria of 
“good reasons” fails, or even when one has good reasons not to rec- 
ognize the obligation (for example, when pregnancy results from 
rape). 

It could be argued that women do in fact consent, say, by following 
a religion that believes that abortion is immoral. But this would be an 
extremely loose definition of consent, and a rather disingenuous one, 
At the same time, I do not wish to put motherhood on a pedestal. 
Babies have been abandoned and even killed by their mothers, and 
women have asserted the right to abortion in the name of self-interest 
(though according to Gilligan the decision to abort can also be based 
on a concept of responsibility and connection; and, as de Beauvoir 
reminds us, abortions are just as likely to be performed in accordance 
with men’s preferences as with women’s).“ Nor am I saying that his- 
tory dictates that women should or must raise children, but rather 
that the historical fact that women have done so suggests the need for 
an alternative way to conceptualize obligation. Recognition involves 
the admission of an obligation that already exists. Consent theory, by 
contrast, bases its claims to legitimacy on the notion that consent cre- 
ates obligation. It is precisely this notion of creation that, I am sug- 
gesting, women’s historical experience challenges. 

Some might wonder whether the concept of duty, which refers pre- 
cisely to bonds that are nonconsensual, which come from nature or 
God, solves this dilemma. In activities such as child rearing, it might 
be argued, parents have duties of care. That the social and gender 
configurations of a particular society appoint particular duties for 
women (say, daily care of infants and children) and others for men 
(say, earning wages for the family’s subsistence) may indicate unfair 


“Gilligan (1982), chaps. 3 and 4. Also de Beauvoir (1974), pp. 548-49, 682-83. 
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structures that should be changed; but duty still remains the proper 
philosophical concept for describing such bonds. When social norms 
change, there is nothing to prevent the terms of duty from being ne- 
gotiated, so, for example, men and women share equally the burdens 
of both early child rearing and breadwinning. Yet it is not at all clear 
that such a move is legitimate. My reluctance to invoke duty centers 
precisely on its gendered history and its dichotomy between public 
and private. In social contract theory at least (though the case can be 
made all the way back to Plato), women have natural duties in the 
private sphere and men have freely chosen obligations in the public.* 
This differential in bondedness and freedom has in part resulted 
from, and in part contributed to, the overall differences between men 
and women in personal freedoms and powers, the choices they are 
permitted to make, and so forth. Furthermore, once we introduce the 
idea that the content of duties can be negotiated, not only do we 
problematize and even abandon the normal sources of duty in God or 
nature, but also duty begins to look more and more like obligation, 
with a contractual, consensual basis. 

Thus the terminology of obligation is central to my enterprise. 
Rather than merely accept the modern definition of obligation and try 
to fit women’s experiences into it, I view the fit between such experi- 
ences and liberal obligation theory as problematic and question why 
obligation has been defined as it has. I maintain that consent theory 
does not recognize women’s historically nonconsensual bonds as obli- 
gations because it cannot; its epistemological framework precludes it, 
But perhaps it would be more precise to say that it cannot because it 
does not wish to. It is my contention that the epistemological bias that 
creates these particular definitions is a specifically gendered bias, that 
the liberal epistemology underlying consent theory is structurally sex- 
ist. Furthermore, a major component of my argument is that liberal 
obligation theory displays a masculinist psychic dependence on wom- 
en's political powerlessness and private sequestration. This depend- 
ence not only gives rise to a political ideology requiring the separation 
of public and private, but also is so strong as to create an entire epis- 
temology that supports this ideology as well as definitions of female 
and male, private and public. This epistemology creates the founda- 
tional impossibility of calling a nonconsensual relationship an obliga- 
tion, and indeed makes unimaginable—except with horror at the sub- 


“See Okin (1979), chaps. 3 and 4. Obviously, in regard to the ancients, and perhaps 
eyen the “Atlantic Republicans,” the statement would have to be modified to “men 
have public duties of participation, choice, and direction as political actors.” But the 
basic distinction between choice and public power for men and private bondedness and 
powerlessness for women remains. 
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conscious level—the political empowerment of women which such a 
definitional shift would entail. 

This assertion likely appears rather bold to most readers, to put it 
mildly. Yet when I refer to masculinist psychic dependence, I do not 
necessarily mean the particular pathologies of individual theorists. 
Rather, I am speaking of a much more general epistemological and 
ontological environment—a social pathology, if you will—constituted 
by the cultural, social, political, sexual, economic, and interpersonal 
structures of the modern liberal era. Feminist theory does not main- 
tain that men are the problem and women the solution but rather that 
the problem is patriarchy and we all share it. Thus the goal of my 
argument is not to put political theory on the couch but rather to 
develop divergent themes in political obligation theory that cohere 
with two historically gender-related models, and to use psychological 
arguments to understand a thematic difference in political theory that 
coheres with a historical gender difference. 

It is thus important to recognize that feminism as applied in this 
study is not just a political position but, equally important, a method, 
one that mainstream political theory needs to utilize. While even 
mainstream political theory is becoming less and less “mainstream” — 
as a Political Theory editorial testifies, the field is recognizing the need 
to adapt to and borrow from a variety of other approaches*—in con- 
trast to other disciplines, such as history, sociology, and literature, 
feminism has been slow to catch on in political science. This is unfor- 
tunate, for the tensions between the public ideology of liberalism 
(here, obligation theory) and the private practices of women need to 
be explored in a more complete fashion than has been done, and on a 
much deeper level of analysis, so that we may better understand both 
and arrive at a clearer understanding of concepts such as obligation 
that accounts for the experiences of both men and women. A feminist 
theoretical approach is necessary for this deeper analysis, for it can 
bring many methodological and epistemological insights to the prac- 
tice of political theory. Feminist theory and political theory are often 
treated as if they operated in two separate worlds; but if they are in 
two worlds, it is not because they are inherently opposed but rather 
because there are very few people who speak both languages. Both 
languages, however, are crucial to the present argument. I hope that 
this book will help theorists see the ways in which feminism provides 
an important and revealing critical approach to the political theoretical 
concepts of mainstream theory, and thereby to transform that theory. 

This kind of methodological feminism is highly critical, devoted to 


“Vol. 16, no. 1 (February 1988): 3-4. 
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unmasking the myths that liberalism has created and revealing the 
reality underneath. But in conjunction with this negative side of cri- 
tique and analysis, feminist theory has a positive, theory-building 
side as well. If Hobbes’s or Rousseau’s or Rawls’s theories exclude 
women and are masculinist, then what would a feminist theory of 
obligation or justice be like? Certainly critiques of liberalism and other 
theories are necessary if we are to determine whether a sexist bias 
exists and, if so, how it is manifested. But in such critiques lies the 
power of creation, and that power is largely untapped. Some at- 
tempts have been made to adapt feminist psychoanalytic theories to 
political analysis, and in a way this work is a contribution. But I also 
consider the specific relations to substantive political theory, which 
has not been done to any great extent. Money, Sex, and Power by 
Nancy Hartsock (1984) was one of the first attempts at a comprehen- 
sive feminist analysis of a major political concept, namely power. 
Since then, a number of theorists have added important work to this 
emerging branch of feminist political thought.* 

But this more positive side of feminist theory has definitely played 
a minor role compared with the negative methods of critique and de- 
construction. Certainly such theory building is arduous and time-con- 
suming. No one can expect to develop comprehensive feminist theo- 
ries on all major concepts within a matter of years. After all, theorists 
working within the traditional frameworks have a vast body of litera- 
ture to build on, and “new” theories of freedom, justice, obligation, 
and so forth are possible only because they build on other theories. 
Whitehead said that all philosophy is a footnote to Plato. This over- 
statement reflects the truth that theory builds on itself, and that to 
come up with something truly original and new takes a great deal of 
time. To this end, feminist theory must progress in a cooperative 
fashion, each theorist contributing not a self-contained argument but 
a contribution to a new whole. I believe the present work contributes 
to the beginnings of a new theory of obligation in the process of deep- 
ening the analysis of the old. 

But it is more than originality that is at issue. Feminist theory must 
build its own groundwork; it must lay a new and different conceptual 
foundation on which to build substantive theories. As a result, build- 
ing positive feminist theories suffers from another more immediate 
difficulty, and that is the need to defend so many of its assumptions. 


“For example, see Eisenstein (1988) on equality, MacKinnon (1989) on the state, Okin 
(1989) on justice, Pateman (1988) on contract. Most of these works, like my own, ate 
involved in criticizing “malestream” political theories at least as much as—if not more 
than—constructing feminist alternatives to dominant conceptions of obligation, justice, 
contract, and so forth; but this latter enterprise is beginning to take off. 
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Feminist theorists are not allowed to make assumptions the way 
mainstream theorists do, partly because these assumptions often lie 
outside the scope of the dominant discourse. Liberal theory has all 
sorts of assumptions—the priority of liberty, the primacy of rights, 
the doctrine of individualism—built into it so deeply that we hardly 
see them as assumptions anymore but rather consider them a defini- 
tion of the world. This definitional bias limits the criticism that can be 
made within the structure (for example, obligation just is something 
one consents to; if we define obligation differently, we are necessarily 
speaking of something else, such as duty or political association), 
Since these biases are considered natural and self-evident, a claim 
from without that brings the entire system into question can be easily 
dismissed on the grounds that it ignores the central facts of the hu- 
man condition. Feminist theory, then, is caught by the demand to 
defend its assumptions and to turn them into arguments when they 
differ from the premises of the dominant discourse. This is the di- 
lemma: within liberalism’s framework, feminist theory can go only so 
far; but by circumventing it and setting up its own assumptions and, 
conceptual framework, feminist theory becomes incomprehensible in 
the epistemology that liberalism defines.* So it is necessary to de- 
velop a new conceptual language through the existing one when the 
latter is precisely the barrier to be overcome. 

One way to approach such theory building, which has gained force 
in the past decade or so, involves an identification and valuation of 
so-called feminine experience,” and a translation of it into theoretical 
meaning. If there is a gendered bias in existing theory, and existing 
theory reflects so-called masculine experience only, then what does 
feminine experience offer us by way of a basis for a new theory? A 
feminist theoretical approach can help us look at the problem of obli- 
gation in a new way, and thus to formulate not just new answers to 
the old questions but new questions—questions that could not even 
be conceived of before. By saying that epistemology is created and 
influenced by material experience, including the experience of being 
of a certain gender within a given culture, by exploring the ramifica- 


“It also becomes “trivial.” See Marcil-Lacoste (1983), pp. 121-38. 

#I use the words feminine and masculine in the adjectival sense (of or pertaining to the 
female or male). “Female” experience suggests specifically sexual and perhaps even 
essentialist imagery. ] wish to suggest a broader-ranging cultural experience. The expe- 
rience of cleaning the toilet, for instance, would be part of “feminine” experience in my 
usage of the term, because it is done by women, although it would not be considered 
“traditionally feminine.” Where the traditional (and more limited) meaning is indi- 
cated, I try wherever possible to use that term. The distinction between male and mas- 
culine similarly holds, but the problem is less pervasive, since masculinity, though cul- 
turally constructed, is generally a term of power. 
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tions of that gendered psychic development on values and frame- 
works, we are allowed to question the “universality” of liberal obliga- 
tion theory. If all men are created equal, is it only because women are 
their unilateral inferiors? 

But even so, why turn to feminist theory in particular? If liberal obli- 
gation theory is sexist, it is also classist, racist, ethnocentric, and im- 
perialist. Why not turn to marxist theory, or socialism, or postmod- 
ernism, or some other body of thought critical of liberal theory that 
can embrace all of these different biases? My purpose in the critique 
of voluntarist theories of obligation is not merely to criticize liberal- 
ism. If it were, other forms of theory would suffice. But such an un- 
dertaking would not be particularly helpful, for there is a specifically 
masculinist bias to consent theory. Its conceptual foundations do de- 
pend on the oppression of people of color and the propertyless la- 
borer, for instance, but they also depend on the oppression of women 
specifically, and not “merely” of women as members of these other 
groups. My feminist approach does not preclude analysis by class, 
race, or other category. Indeed, it welcomes analyses by excluded 
others as complementary. My argument relies on the recognition of 
the gendered bias of liberal theory as an important, even a central, 
aspect, but it is not necessarily the only aspect: the validity of devel- 
oping a feminist theory does not depend on the claim that the sexual 
division of labor and experience is prior to other divisions and socially 
constructed characteristics. But it does require theorists to take seri- 
ously what we mean by gender and the relation of women to society, 
history and political thought. 

Some—particularly postmodernists—might argue that such a posi- 
tion requires a notion of fractured identities, a denial of the ways in 
which race, for instance, is not simply another factor to be added to 
gender but is also part of gender. That is, a black woman does not 
necessarily have this one part of herself, called woman, which is the 
same as that part of a white woman, with any differences between 
black and white women attributable solely to race. If gender is socially 
constructed, then race, class, age, culture, and so forth, which are 
also socially constructed, can alter the meaning of gender itself. Thus 
to talk about gender outside the context of these other things is to 
engage in as offensive an abstraction as that found in social contract 
theory's “natural man.”” 

I must confess that this is a view I have some sympathy with. Post- 
modern theory, as Quentin Skinner suggests, offers a perspective that 
calls into question the absolutism of “the human sciences” and em- 


“See Spelman (1988) for this kind of argument. 
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phasizes “the extent to which our own concepts and attitudes have 
been shaped by particular historical circumstances.”“ Postmodern 
theory criticizes modernism for representing reality as given and uni- 
versal when in fact what we call reality is generally a reflection of 
particular institutions, practices, and events. Modern theories (such 
as liberalism) are metadiscourses, universalizing and ahistorical ideol- 
ogies that fictionalize human experience by ignoring individual partic- 
ularities, or at least reducing them to gross generalizations, which are 
then proclaimed to be the one and only truth. Hence the argument 
that the “natural man” of state-of-nature social contract theory is re- 
ally a wealthy white European male at the dawn of capitalism and 
industrialism can be seen somewhat loosely as a postmodern type 
of claim. As Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson argue, “The meta- 
discourse narrates a story about the whole of human history which 
purports to guarantee that the pragmatics of the modern sciences and 
of modern political processes . . . are themselves legitimate. The story 
guarantees that some sciences and some politics have the right prag- 
matics and, so, are the right practices.”” Postmodernism thus rejects 
universalizing theories as “totalizing fictions.” As Jean-Francois Lyo- 
tard says, “Simplifying to the extreme . . , postmodern [is] incredulity 
toward metanarratives.” He suggests that dominant discourses pro- 
duce an image of society as a “unified totality, a ‘unicity,’” and articu- 
lates the task of theory as resistance to such constructions: “Let us 
wage a war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us 
activate the differences and save the honor of the name.”” 

Feminist postmodernism, of course, is concerned with this ap- 
proach particularly as it applies to an understanding of women’s ex- 
perience. Thus, according to some, feminist postmodernism differs 
from mainstream postmodernism in that it is “intensely political.” 
Feminist postmodernism suggests not only that it is acceptable that 
our theoretical understandings and positive constructions are non- 
comprehensive but also that such a situation is intellectually (and po- 
litically) preferable: “There are as many interrelated and smoothly 
connected realities as there are kinds of oppositional consciousnesses. 
By giving up the goal of telling ‘one true story,’ we embrace instead 
the permanent partiality of feminist inquiry.” Furthermore, the ten- 
sions that this “permanent partiality” produces need to be tolerated, 
even highlighted, by feminist theorists; for it is not ambiguity and 
tension themselves that pose a threat to women and to all people but 


“Skinner (1985), p. 12. 
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rather “the tensions we long to repress, to hide, to ignore that are the 
dangerous ones.” 

Postmodernism obviously has much to offer both to a critique of 
liberal obligation theory such as I propose here and to feminist theory 
as well. Yet it is also problematic, particularly from the perspective of 
the latter. The recognition of human multiplicity that postmodernism 
affords is a significant political and philosophical move for feminism. 
As Patricia Hill Collins notes, although black women’s experiences 
share some features with those of both African-American men and 
white women, the standpoint of black feminism is unique. The con- 
struct black woman does not merely mean black-plus-woman, because 
such a formulation defines black as male and woman as white, with 
black woman simply becoming an odd variation on two basic themes.” 
The dangers of such reductive and biased thinking have been largely 
responsible for women’s oppression, at least in modern history, and 
have indeed thwarted feminist efforts since the early 1970s to achieve 
gender equality. As the Sears case demonstrated, a concept of equal- 
ity that is premised on sameness and unity works against women, 
because it takes men as the standard against which women are meas- 
ured; but a recognition of women’s differences (in this case, reproduc- 
tion) within modern liberal culture results in their continued institu- 
tionalized inferiority. This political Catch-22 dominates in political 
theory as well, and it is a bind that feminists seek to break out of. 

At the same time, however, postmodernism—or at least a certain 
version of postmodernism which some might call post-structuralism 
—-seriously threatens the present project and feminist theory as a 
whole. For without the ability to discuss gender in relative if ad- 
mittedly self-conscious isolation from other factors, we cannot engage 
in any kind of feminist theory because the term woman evaporates. 
And if woman evaporates, then claims to structural sexism in liberal 
obligation theory evaporate with it: consent theory may be reductive, 
totalizing, and fictionally universalizing, but there is no special rela- 
tionship that the people historically labeled women have to these fic- 
tions. This is not only problematic for feminist theory but deeply dis- 


‘Harding (1986), pp. 194, 247- 

Collins (1989). See also Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982). 

“Equal Employment Opportunity Commission v. Sears, Roebuck and Co., 628 F.Supp. 1264, 
39 FEP 1672 (N.D. Illinois, 1986). The EEOC charged Sears with sexual discrimination 
in its failure to promote women to commissioned sales positions. Sears claimed that 
women preferred not to seek or accept such positions because they had different values 
than men. Specifically, Sears argued that women were more oriented toward family 
responsibilities, which were difficult to reconcile with the demands of commissioned 
sales. See also Cooper (1986); Eisenstein (1988); and Scott (1988). 


30 Rethinking Obligation 


turbing to the particular people in history who have suffered from the 
social construction of their identity as “women.” Indeed, such a no- 
tion is politically dangerous to women, as it is to other marginalized 
and disempowered groups, for their identities seem to be evaporating 
before they can even get a solid grasp on what they are. 

To say that a person has different aspects or parts of her identity is 
not to fracture that identity but rather to allow synthesis to occur. My 
identity does have different parts, some of which often sit in too un- 
comfortable a relationship with one another for me not to say that my 
identity is multiple, even somewhat conflicted. But that does not 
mean that I do not strive for a synthesis of these parts, to reconcile 
them so I can live a relatively coherent life. | am not a multiple per- 
sonality or a schizophrenic. The key to synthesis is understanding 
those parts as distinct entities. Certainly if I want to understand 
someone's intense emotional dependence on her children, or her cig- 
arette addiction, I need to locate those parts of her in the context of 
her personality and personal history as a whole to understand why 
these aspects exist. But they are also distinct entities, not necessarily 
connected to, say, her affinity for thinking analytically about social 
contract theory or her anxieties about computers, and it would be 
counterproductive to seek to understand them exclusively in those 
terms. All four aspects may relate to similar sources—for instance, let 
us say that being a daughter and a middle child in a particular white, 
northeastern, suburban American middle-class family created both an 
oral fixation and a heavy reliance on analytical skills in the face of 
certain stressful life situations—but that does not mean that her 
smoking can be understood in terms of her skill as a theorist. So al- 
though these different parts cannot be seen as entirely separated, be- 
cause they all exist within her and thus must all be part of the same 
set of historical experiences and circumstances, they also reflect dis- 
tinct aspects of the complexity of a human personality, and it would 
be a mistake to say that we cannot understand one except in terms of 
all the others. 

Similarly, we need to understand that feminists can consider the 
social construction of gender as not opposed to or more important 
than race, class, ethnicity, and culture but also as not completely in- 
tertwined or coextensive with them. For instance, a white male may 
feel it is easier to harass a black woman than a white woman, and this 
attitude is not something that can be broken down into either gender 
or race (or class) alone. Yet there are distinct gender and race (and 
class) layers to the problem. Similarly, a black woman and a white 
woman experience many things differently as women because of their 
race, that is, because their racial differences modify their experience 
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of their gender. But their gender also displays commonalities; that is, 
they also experience many things similarly because they are women- 
The fact that gender is a social construction does not address why it is 
that certain people with particular social and physical characteristics 
have historically been called women and others men, and what that 
means. The social construction black woman may be unique, but it also 
in part derives from what black means in our language and how race is 
socially constructed, and in part from what woman means in our lan- 
guage and how gender is socially constructed. So although I seek to 
focus on the dimension of gender, that does not require, nor does it 
mean that I have, a unified conception of what woman means, or that 
other dimensions such as race and class do not at least implicitly af- 
fect that meaning. 

These postmodern issues of difference and diversity may seem to 
have little to do with Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. But in fact these 
considerations are very important to my reading of social contract and 
liberal obligation theory, for it is in the act of bringing in particularity 
and concrete embodiedness that modern obligation theory is most 
strongly challenged. The centering of a historically located, economi- 
cally privileged, and culturally specific white male as “natural man” is 
central to the structural sexism (and other biases) of liberal obligation 
theory. It is through locating the historical specificity of this sup- 
posedly universal understanding of humans that the door can be 
opened to the kind of fundamental critique in which the present anal- 
ysis is engaged. Such an analysis provides the starting point for the 
epistemological shift which I argue is required to understand what 
obligation means in the dominant liberal discourse, and what it might 
mean in feminist theoretical terms. 

Chapter 1 begins with a general analysis of the basic problem of 
political obligation. Here I focus on a critical assessment of the “fa- 
thers” of the social contract, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, which I 
follow in Chapter 2 with a similar analysis of contemporary consent 
theory. I examine these theories of obligation to reveal the central 
tension between freedom and authority, and how, despite their os- 
tensible differences, they all approach and resolve the contradiction in 
similar ways. I further analyze the relation of women to obligation in 
their theories in the attempt to demonstrate that the place of women 
is at least a partial cause of the apparently gender-neutral contradic- 
tions and conflicts in the theories. I also argue that these problems lie 
at the heart of contemporary theory's failure to get beyond the prob- 
lems of the social contract. The theories are all premised on the exclu- 
sion of women, and yet this exclusion is an important source of the 
contradictions that make the theories fail. Thus a consideration of 
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women becomes central to making sense of obligation theory, and to 
any hope of maintaining obligation as a viable political theoretical 
concept. 

I then turn immediately to the deeper feminist theoretical analysis 
and the central argument that the problems just identified are epis- 
temological. I begin the exploration of gender-biased epistemology 
through the argument from psychology: Chapter 3 is devoted to an 
explication of object relations theory and the moral psychological 
work of Carol Gilligan. Nancy Chodorow™ suggests that women’s 
and men’s psychosexual experiences provide them with different ori- 
entations toward conceptions of the self, the external object world, 
and human relations. Gilligan® argues that men and women think of 
morality in ways that synchronize with these different orientations. 
These two literatures resonate with each other. I draw out the ram- 
ifications of the ideas these works suggest for political theory in gen- 
eral but, most important, for theories of political obligation. 

The significance of object relations and moral psychology is that 
they provide a standpoint for developing a specifically feminist per- 
spective on obligation. The approach of standpoint epistemology 
holds that epistemology is not objective or pure but is the product of 
specific social relations and experiences. Such a conceptualization is 
potentially powerful for understanding obligation. Accordingly, in 
Chapter 4, I explore the epistemological and ontological ramifications 
of the argument from psychology: if we can identify (nonreductively) 
different gender-related psychological and resulting moral orienta- 
tions—and I would hardly deny the controversy surrounding this lit- 
erature—then what are the implications for knowledge? For the way 
we conceptualize and develop political theory? For the framework of 
our analyses of concepts such as obligation? For those concepts them- 
selves? 

In Chapter 5 I apply these considerations more particularly to politi- 
cal obligation. I examine the implications of the ideas offered in Chap- 
ter 4, suggesting that we need to reformulate both our concept of 
obligation and our approach to it. One approach suggested by the 
feminist analysis is to take obligation, as opposed to freedom, as the 
starting point for writing theory and assessing social relations. From 
the argument that consent theory and much else of liberal theory 
works from the premise that freedom is “natural” or a given, a prem- 
ise derived from a prior, unacknowledged assumption of basic human 
separateness, I explore the possibilities that arise from taking obliga- 


ye oer (1978). And see Chapter 3 for mention of other articles by Chodorow on 
this topic 
*Gilligan (1982). And see Chapter 3 for mention of related articles by Gilligan. 


Introduction 33 


tion as a given (an idea to be distinguished from “natural” obliga- 
tions), which might result from a basic assumption of human connect- 
edness. 

In Chapter 6 | explore the theoretical implications of treating obliga- 
tion as given and develop more fully what a feminist theory of obliga- 
tion would actually be. Here I discuss what the argument from psy- 
chology and standpoint epistemology can tell us about new methods 
of substantive political theorizing. The emphasis on new methods is a 
key to understanding the idea of obligation as given, for it requires us 
not to conceptualize one static concept forever at the heart of reality 
but to adopt a much more fluid understanding of social relationships 
that derives from context. I do not define a complete feminist theory 
of political obligation in keeping with the modern tradition so much 
as I discuss the kind of political society that is needed for obligations 
to be worked out on an ad hoc and interpersonal basis. Drawing on 
various arguments in the participatory democratic literature which | 
argue are feminist, though they are not self-identified as such, I at- 
tend to the context in which obligations will exist to develop a theo- 
retical understanding of the concept itself. 

The theorizing in this chapter borrows much from postmodern in- 
sights, yet the enterprise of constructing a feminist theory is one post- 
moderns vehemently reject as totalizing. My major concern about 
postmodernism is that it undermines precisely the constructive side 
of feminist theory. I believe that feminism must engage in such con- 
struction or else suffer women’s continued disempowerment. Thus in 
an afterword, I argue that while feminism, including particularly the 
feminist methods I develop, can and should borrow insights and 
ideas from postmodernism—and thus create a postmodern feminism— 
there can be no such thing as feminist postmodernism, because the latter 
term deconstructs, and even explodes, the former. 

It is here, in these last two chapters, that the argument departs 
most sharply from more standard methods of modern political theo- 
rizing. But these chapters merely make explicit what is implicit 
throughout the book, namely the narrow path that feminism must 
negotiate between the rocky cliff of modernism’s totalization and the 
abyss of postmodern nihilism. My argument is modern insofar as it 
seeks to hold on to a notion of women and gender as a way to under- 
stand oppression, and to construct alternative futures for political so- 
ciety and theory that are more inclusive and egalitarian. It seeks to 
acknowledge that the Enlightenment yielded certain insights about 
humans at this particular time in history that many feminists—includ- 
ing myself—are not yet ready to let go of, such as the ability to think 
reflectively and make choices, the desire to be self-creative, the yearn- 


34 Rethinking Obligation 


ing for a notion of justice, freedom, and equality, even as it chal- 
lenges the particular ways liberalism defines and formulates these 
abilities, desires, and ideas. 

But this work is also postmodern insofar as it rejects the provision 
of unified and comprehensive theories in favor of the more richly 
complex enterprises of formulating new perspectives and questions, 
listening to partial answers, and searching for ideas that are not so 
much true as less false. The deconstructionist’s metaphor of digging a 
tunnel accurately represents my approach to political philosophy: in 
digging a tunnel, one hacks away at rock and earth, carving a hole 
through a mountainous mass, working one’s way through the meta- 
phorical text. But as one does so, one is also building a pile of loos- 
ened rock and unpacked earth, and this has meaning, too. So as femi- 
nist theorists pull apart and analyze various theories and unpack 
what is repressed in patriarchal political thought, they reveal a great 
deal of newly unearthed material which has meaning. My book is 
engaged in precisely this sort of excavation. Its purpose is to unearth 
the assumptions underlying our common conceptions of obligation 
and to let us see that very different questions need to be asked than 
have been asked previously. But I go further, for these new questions 
should suggest new kinds of answers as well as new ways of thinking 
about and formulating those answers. 

Although theorists such as Derrida and Foucault would argue that 
such excavated material in turn needs deconstructing in an ongoing 
process, and does not provide the basis for some new constructive 
enterprise, I believe that feminism needs to play around with this 
debris first, seeing what it can construct by adding new material. It is 
likely that these new structures will in turn need to be deconstructed; 
but this effort of reconstructing—absent the arrogant belief that what 
one reconstructs is the final answer—is an important part of feminist 
method. And yet, although I believe that this more positive, construc- 
tive side of feminist theory is vital, critics may find, and I am willing 
to concede, that the greater strength of this book lies in its critique 
and excavation. This does not disturb me. If this enterprise makes the 
ground we have been walking on for the past three hundred years 
somewhat less stable, the achievement is significant. 


CHAPTER ONE 


The Problem of Women 
in Political Obligation 


IN MAINSTREAM POLITICAL THEORY, and particularly in original social 
contract theory, contingent sexism is readily apparent. For the most 
part women are not even mentioned, let alone is their role in politics 
articulated. Yet the few and scattered remarks concerning women 
made by the original social contract theorists are powerful and reveal- 
ing—powerful in the contradictions they display, revealing in the 
ways in which apparently contingent sexism signals a deeper, struc- 
tural theoretical dependence on women’s exclusion from politics. 


Hobbes: Abstract Individualism 


Let us begin by seeing how these problems are represented in 
Hobbes'’s political theory. Whereas some elements of his theory, such 
as his extreme version of what constitutes choice (giving a thief your 
wallet while being held at gunpoint, for instance, would constitute 
choice for Hobbes), are generally rejected by most other theorists, and 
some would question whether we can really say that Hobbes has a 
strong influence on modern consent theory, I would nevertheless 
hold that the fundamental underpinnings of Hobbes’s theory reverbe- 
rate in modern conceptions of obligation. The picture of Hobbesian 
man as competing ruthlessly for ever more goods, for example, typ- 
ifies western capitalist assumptions about scarce resources and natu- 
rally acquisitive individuals.' Furthermore, the problems of tacit and 


‘See Hirschman (1977), Lukes (1973). 
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hypothetical consent that plagued Locke and modern theorists such 
as Rawls have their beginning in Hobbes. In Leviathan we see a partic- 
ularly strong reflection of the themes of abstract individualism, nega- 
tive liberty, and the necessity and sufficiency of consent for obliga- 
tion. Hobbes begins with a notion of men as free and equal. Their 
equality is established in the most basic fashion, namely in bodily 
strength and mental capacity. This corporeal equality provides the 
foundation for the further equality of right to all that one is able to 
attain. 

This concept of equality is paired with a concept of freedom that is 
equally absolute and practical. Hobbes’s definition in Leviathan pre- 
sents a classic statement of negative liberty. He says: “By liberty, is 
understood, according to the proper signification of the word, the 
absence of external impediments: which impediments, may oft take 
away part of man’s power to do what he would.” And in a later 
chapter he remarks: “Liberty, or freedom, signifieth, properly, the ab- 
sence of opposition: By opposition I mean external impediments of 
motion. . . . And according to this proper and generally received 
meaning of the word, A FREE-MAN is he, that in those things, which by his 
strength and wit he is able to do, is not hindered to doe what he has a will to” 
(p. 262). 

This condition of freedom and equality guarantees that obligation 
can exist only by the exercise of will, “there being no obligation on 
any man which ariseth not from some act of his own; for all men 
equally are by nature free” (p. 268). Thus, some form of consent is 
necessary to obligation. The Sovereign can derive authority only from 
the agreement of subjects to transfer the rights they have in nature 
(namely, the right to acquire whatever they can) in exchange for the 
security of civil society, which in turn derives from other members’ 
giving up the same rights. The importance of consent to this construct 
is logically obvious: a number of theorists have highlighted the epis- 
temological grounding of this importance. Whether methodological, 
possessive, epistemological, ontological, or abstract, Hobbes’s ex- 
treme concept of individualism compels him to base obligation on 
consent.’ 

Yet such consent, according to Hobbes’s theory, is in many ways 
not voluntary in the way we commonly understand the term. Indeed, 
Hobbes deduces consent by what I call a rational fiat. The social con- 


*Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 189. Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the 
text. 

See, for instance, Macpherson (1962), Hartsock (1984), Pateman (1979). Lukes (1973) 
distinguishes among these various kinds of individualism. I agree that there are differ- 
ences, but all derive from and return to the same general idea, and thus can be used 
more interchangeably than he seems to allow. 
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tract with the Sovereign is the only way to end the state of war, for 
only the Sovereign can enforce the laws of nature and ensure that 
they rule over and check men’s unbridled passion. Since the social 
contract is the only way to achieve the utmost security, then men 
must consent. Or rather, looking at his contemporary society, Hobbes 
concludes that subjects must have consented; that is, given that hu- 
mans seek to avoid the state of war, and given that free and equal 
beings cannot be forced to do anything they do not wish to do (and 
given that anything they wish to do will be of some good to them- 
selves), Hobbes concludes that they must have consented to the cur- 
rent state of affairs. 

But this descriptive justificatory account is backed up by a prescrip- 
tive account of logical necessity. Given that humans wish to escape 
the state of war and live, and given that the Sovereign is the only (or 
at least the most effective) means of achieving this goal, they had to 
consent. It would be irrational for men in the state of war not to con- 
sent, for the advantages of doing so are clear and far outweigh the 
good of the absolute liberty of the state of nature: “The final cause, 
end, or design of men who naturally love liberty and dominion over 
others, in the introduction of that restraint in themselves in which we 
see them live in commonwealths, is the foresight of their own preser- 
vation, and of a more contented life thereby” (p. 223). There is no 
choice, says Hobbes. Or rather, there is only one choice that brings to 
men the greatest opportunity to fulfill their desires. Since that is what 
men seek, they consent to the Sovereign. Hobbes can envision no 
other conclusion, and indeed his premises build to it quite neatly. 

Such a theory works well with his conception of people as isolated 
units with few if any social capabilities. Hobbes presents one of the 
most extreme versions of abstract individualism in De Cive, where he 
describes men as springing forth, virtually overnight, separate, dis- 
crete, and fully formed, like mushrooms.* They have no natural rela- 
tionships and hence no natural obligations. Indeed, it is doubtful that 
such men, in total control of their obligations and with such disparate 
and mutually exclusive interests, could even form societies by con- 
sent. The only way for such beings to unite is by fiat, rational or 
otherwise, but always backed up by the sword of Leviathan. Obliga- 
tion in Hobbes’s theory ends up being prudential: one obeys because 
one wishes to avoid pain and punishment. But because humans’ ra- 
tional capabilities enable them to see that they want to avoid punish- 
ment, Hobbes says, such obedience derives its force from citizens’ 


‘This is particularly pointed out in Di Stefano (1983), See Hobbes, De Cive or The Citt- 
zen. 
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consent. That is, people will always consent to whatever it is prudent 
to do. 

So consent would seem to be not only necessary for Hobbes but 
sufficient as well: his rational fiat ensures that this consent is all that 
is required. Yet Hobbes is very particular about what it is rational to 
consent to. For instance, it would be an act of insanity to consent to 
something as chaotic and dangerous as a democracy. This might sug- 
gest a contradiction, or at least an inconsistency. But like all the con- 
sent theorists, Hobbes makes some exceptions to what obligates by 
consent. A prisoner, for example, is not obligated to accept execution 
as punishment and is free to escape if he can, but a prisoner con- 
demned to a jail sentence is obligated by his consent. If men enter 
civil society to preserve their lives, then it would be at least a para- 
dox, and perhaps a contradiction, if such action entailed consent to be 
killed. The exception is still based on what it is rational to consent to. 

Yet it would also seem that Hobbesian individuals are incapable of 
deciding what is rational. Hobbes says that anyone who consents to 
die “is not to be understood as if he meant it, or that it was his will; 
but that he was ignorant of how such words and actions were to be 
interpreted” (p. 192). Just as it is rational for men to join civil society 
because men are machines seeking to preserve their natural motion, 
so it is rational to resist death, whether or not the Sovereign decrees 
it. In both cases the “rationality” borders on a form of compulsion. 

The necessity and sufficiency of consent derive significantly for 
Hobbes from a concept of liberty as negative: if men were not natu- 
rally and fundamentally free, and if freedom were not the absence of 
restraint, then the series of events and conditions that produce the 
state of war would not come about. This emphasis on negative liberty 
goes hand in hand with a theory of abstract individualism. Hobbes’s 
conception of liberty as freedom from restraints entails, at least as he 
sees it, that all individuals are and should be isolated units. If men are 
to preserve the essence of their humanity, they must preserve their 
freedom, Relationships threaten that freedom because there is no as- 
surance that the other person will not try to harm you. The natural 
propensity of all men being to preserve themselves and to gain all 
they can, any alliance is suspect, and everyone must be on guard 
against the other person's taking advantage. 

Alliances are rational and desirable under some circumstances, of 
course. Hobbes suggests, for instance, that several people being op- 
pressed by the same person could form an alliance to kill their op- 
pressor. Thus, even a being with superior strength could be killed by 
a relatively weak individual “in confederacy with others, that are in 
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the same danger with himselfe” (p. 183).> But the alliance must log- 
ically end as soon as the common purpose is achieved, given mutual 
distrust; and at any rate Hobbes seems to think that such occasions 
will not happen often. The more standard representation of the psy- 
chology of Hobbes’s natural man is the Prisoner’s Dilemma.‘ Trust is 
totally lacking in Hobbesian beings because, he insists, it will always 
prove fatal. The reason men must submit to an absolute ruler is that 
trust among men is impossible without the sword of Leviathan hang- 
ing over their heads, ready to drop upon the one who breaks a—or 
the (social)—contract, who violates a trust. If the capacity for trust 
existed naturally in men, Leviathan would be unnecessary; but ta 
speak of such conjectures, Hobbes might say, is pointless. 


Citizen Fathers, Invisible Women 


Thus abstract individualism and negative liberty give rise to the 
conclusion that individuals must submit to a Sovereign with virtually 
absolute power over them. Hobbes’s most radical assertion of the sep- 
arateness and individualism of humans results in one of the most 
repressive solutions to the problem of reconciling political authority 
with individual freedom. And it is in his radicalism, as well as in his 
simultaneously brilliant and disingenuous attempt to reconcile such 
opposing extremes, that we find the sexism of his epistemological and 
ideological framework. Hobbes’s thought has been characterized as 
exhibiting “a distinctively masculine orientation to the realm of poli- 
tics.”” Certainly on the face of it Hobbes seems contingently sexist, as 
he simply, if somewhat mysteriously, drops women out of civil soci- 
ety. In the state of nature, women are in every way the equals of 
men. They are men’s equals in strength and intelligence, so any sort 
of “natural” subordination is impossible. Women can be subordi- 
nated—like men—only through war; and the laws of nature rule 


5In this interpretation I am at odds with both Elshtain and Lukes, who declare that all 
relationships in Hobbes’s theory are “accidental.” Although I agree with their basic 
point—that the problem with Hobbes is that he ignores the intrinsicality of relation- 
ships—I disagree that he says they are unimportant. As I see it, the problem is that 
although relationships are necessary, Hobbes still asserts that we always choose them; 
thus he asserts the myth of choice as a means of controlling something that is in fact 
not chosen—human sociality. 

‘This model of rational decision making comes from game theory and is by now 
familiar to most philosophers and political theorists; but see Gauthier (1990), pp. 221- 
22, for an extremely clear and concise account, and Gauthier (1969) for its workings in 
Hobbes’s theory. 
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women just as they rule men.* Indeed, in some ways they are men’s 
superiors, because of their connection to children. In the state of na- 
ture, a mother has ultimate and absolute control over a child she 
bears—she is its “master”—because only she knows who the father 
is, and only she has the power of life and death over the child in 
choosing to “either nourish, or expose it” (p. 254). Children thus owe 
allegiance to the mother in the state of nature much more than to the 
father, and in some ways can thus be considered women’s allies. Al- 
though Hobbes does not acknowledge this, logically the mother could 
use the child to her own ends for at least the limited time before the 
child leaves her. Thus the mother and child working together could 
overcome a man.’ 

Yet in civil society, women drop out of the picture. They become 
subservient; they lose their ability to consent and hence never can 
partake in politics; they virtually lose their voice as they disappear 
from Hobbes’s account altogether. Indeed, where mothers in the state 
of nature are the fulcrum and creators of any concept of family, in 
civil society Hobbes defines a family as consisting of “a man and his 
children; or of a man and his servants; or of a man, and his children, 
and servants together; wherein the Father or Master is the Sovereign” 
(p. 257). The mother is not merely demoted; she becomes invisible. 

Why did Hobbes present this contradiction? The only apparent ex- 
planation he offers is a feeble claim that “for the most part Common- 
wealths have been erected by the Fathers, not by the Mothers of fami- 
lies” (p. 253), as if that answered rather than begged the question." 
Hobbes does allow that “the naturall inclination of the Sexes, one to 


“There is not always that difference of strength or prudence between the man and 
the woman, as that the right [of Dominion] can be determined without War.” Leviathan, 
P- 253- 

‘This, then, would be the one exception to Hobbes's claim that no one can be held as 
a slave in the state of nature because eventually the slave would be able either to 
escape or kill the master. Hobbes gets around this problem by declaring that in their 
dependence children consent to parental authority, “either expresse, or by other suffi- 
cient arguments declared” Al 253). Certainly the mother’s “enslavement” of the child 
could end as soon as the child was old enough to leave the mother; but this denies the 
psychology of fear which Hobbes so eagerly employs elsewhere, for a child must reach 
a relatively advanced age before she sees herself as other than the caretaker sees her. 
Furthermore, as psychological literature (some of which is discussed in Chapter 3) re- 
veals, children form a bond of trust even with “bad” mothers, a fact that would not fit 
Hobbes’s schema. Perhaps this relation is the “natural power” of women which tacitly 
sits at the heart of Hobbes’s need to exclude women from civil society, as I discuss later 
on. 
“Hobbes also maintains that men assume a superior role because of the need for 
unity and swift decision making. Elshtain (1981) holds that this rationale for making the 
Sovereign an absolute monarch also justifies patriarchal authoritarianism within the 
family, as Hobbes practically obliterates the distinctions between the state and the fam- 


ily. 


The Problem of Women in Political Obligation 41 


another, and to their children” may lead to a contract between men 
and women to “dispose of the dominion over the Child” (p. 253), 
thus presenting an important exception to the impossibility of con- 
tract in the state of nature, and in fact locating such contract in natu- 
ral inclination. But he does not indicate that such contracts extend as 
far as to create families before civil society exists." He even fails to 
take advantage of the Bible as a “natural” source of female subser- 
vience; in Chapter 20, “Of Dominion Paternal, and Despotical,” 
Hobbes devotes several pages to scriptural citation, where he cites 
subservience of sons and daughters, and even “maid servants,” but 
nowhere mentions wives’ subservience to husbands, not even in his 
references to Adam and Eve (pp. 258-60). Hobbes was a genuine 
egalitarian; people were equally subservient, yes, but equal nonethe- 
less in both body and intellect, and it was precisely this equality that 
created the state of war and thus provided the rationale for his con- 
struction of the state. So why did he not continue to grant equal sta- 
tus to women in civil society? There was no logical need to exclude 
women, for they would be just as subservient to the Sovereign as 
men. 

An answer to this question may begin with the recognition that in 
instituting the patriarchal family in civil society, Hobbes eliminates— 
by fiat once again—the potential for conflict not just between individ- 
uals but between classes of individuals, namely, men and women. 
This poses even more of a contradiction to Hobbes’s theory; for if it is 
women’s status as individuals—that is, as appetitive machines—that 
spurs Hobbes to impose the patriarchal order on them, it is just such 
action that denies their individuality by treating women as a class. 
Although consent to the Sovereign implies a perverse equality, the 
differentiation between groups of individuals based solely on sex— 
for Hobbes makes no distinctions between economic classes, and race 
is virtually invisible—is categorically discriminatory. 

But that may point to the structural sexism of Hobbes. As Christine 
Di Stefano argues, there is a “deep structure” of masculinity in 
Hobbes’s work; masculinity forms a “subtext” that interacts with and 
forms the particulars of his political theory.” Certainly the very con- 


"Pateman (1988), p. 49, argues that the patriarchal nuclear family must predate the 
social contract in order to make sense of the fact that only men participate in the social 
contract; but she also notes the difficulty of this position. If women’s child rearing 
created a temporary strategic disadvantage that enabled men to subjugate them, it is 
more likely that infants would be abandoned by women; for when faced with the pros- 
pect of keeping the infant and being subservient to a man versus abandoning the infant 
and maintaining her ability to fight men on equal footing, Hobbesian woman would 
have to choose the latter. 

"Di Stefano (1983), p- 634- 
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cept of the state of nature is structurally sexist in that it denies the 
historical role of women as child rearers and childbearers. Hobbes’s 
concept of man must depend on such a denial, for that is necessary to 
radical individualism. If women are indeed the fearful, appetitive 
creatures Hobbes says “men” are, it is a wonder that the human spe- 
cies was ever propagated. It is as disingenuous to assume that the 
child realizes the danger to herself and escapes before the mother can 
inflict harm as it is to claim that children “consent” to parental domin- 
ion. Hobbes’s epistemology of radical nominalism, or methodological 
individualism, works hand in hand with the exclusion of women 
from his political framework. Elshtain further argues that Hobbes’s 
obliteration of all distinction between public and private is similarly a 
structurally sexist element of his theory.” Again, it denies the impor- 
tance of women’s historical work, and denies as well two things that 
are central to women’s historical role: relationships and reproduction. 

These responses, however, reject outright the picture of “natural 
woman” that Hobbes depicts as the equal of man. If we accept 
Hobbes’s conception of natural woman—and I am not at all suggest- 
ing that we should for other than interpretive purposes—we are led 
to the conclusion that women’s exclusion must form the basis for 
Hobbes’s state precisely because of the “natural power” they have 
through reproduction. This power cannot be altered by the social con- 
tract in the same way that men’s natural power to kill is altered. What 
Hobbes seeks to do instead is to change the relations of child rearing 
in ways that parallel the changes made over natural man through the 
creation of civil society. That is, the institution of the patriarchal nu- 
clear family does for women what the social contract does for men: it 
takes away their ultimate natural powers. That women have more 
natural power than men—the power to give life as well as the power 
to take it away—necessitates a dual structure of restraint. The signifi- 
cant difference, however, is that whereas men would readily consent 
to the Sovereign through the rational fiat, women would not logically 
consent to this family. After all, in a Hobbesian framework reproduc- 
tion presents a threat not to women (or at least not a threat that the 
family ameliorates) but only to children, whereas the state of war un- 
conditionally threatens all men and women. This threat is what yields 
the social contract. But if reproduction does not threaten women, 
they have no need to consent to this second structure, the family; or 
at the least, they would have no logical need to accept the secondary 
status that Hobbes gives them. 

The most obvious solution to this problem, and one that Hobbes 


BElshtain (1981). Obviously I do not entirely agree with Elshtain’s analysis, as I argue 
that the public-private dichotomy is central to social contract theory’s structural sexism. 
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could easily have argued, is that women consent to the social con- 
tract, just as men do, out of fear of death and a desire for peace. They 
thus, like men, would owe absolute obedience to the Sovereign. The 
Sovereign could then command women to obey husbands and fa- 
thers—he could, in short, create patriarchy—on the grounds that it is 
necessary to establish paternity so as to enhance order and reduce 
conflict even further, Indeed, Hobbes notes that the question of famil- 
ial dominion “in Common-wealths . . . is decided by the Civil Law; 
and for the most part (but not alwayes) the sentence is in favour of 
the Father” (p. 253). Women would thus “consent” to the patriarchal 
nuclear family because they consent to the social contract, much as 
men “consent” to their own imprisonment when they break the law 
because they have consented to the Sovereign’s authority. Of course, 
this presupposes that males really do care about claiming ownership 
over infants they have fathered. Given that Hobbes seems to believe 
that women in the state of nature will not automatically kill a child, 
thus implying that many humans will ascribe an object value to chil- 
dren (a view, unfortunately, consistent with seventeenth-century atti- 
tudes toward children), and given that the social contract merely 
contains but does not transform human acquisitiveness, this is quite 
likely. Indeed, as I pointed out earlier, an important natural activity is 
to “dispose of the dominion over the Child” (p. 253), and there is 
nothing to indicate that the social contract would lessen the desire for 
such dominion. On this account, women’s reproductive power would 
represent an unstable element in civil society because it provides 
men with possible grounds for dispute among themselves, that is, 
over paternity. And just as an army increases order over male citi- 
zens, male control over females reinforces peace in a hierarchical ex- 
tension of state power. 

Of course, if Hobbes had explicitly made this argument, the job of a 
feminist theorist would be considerably easier; for this “answer” to 
the question of women’s subordination in the family displays overtly 
the ways in which the social contract is structurally based on wom- 
en's exclusion. The question asserts itself: Whose order do women 
supposedly destabilize? That is, why is paternity important? Why 
could not the Sovereign eliminate the problem altogether by creating 
a matrifocal society in which fatherhood is not significant? One could 
argue that such an ordering ignores the natural acquisitiveness of hu- 
mans; but it also demonstrates an overt masculinist bias in defining 
the world. Why is it women in particular who need this extra layer of 

"Di Stefano (1991) argues that Hobbes’s own childhood, typical of his times, is an 
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authority, unless they are naturally more powerful? It would seem 
that for Hobbes, to the degree that women are the problem, men 
provide the solution. 

Although Hobbes structures his theory to reveal the logic of men’s 
consenting to give up so much power to the Sovereign, he does not 
provide a parallel argument why women would want to give up even 
more power to their husbands. This is not surprising, for in fact it 
does not make sense to say that Hobbesian women consent to the 
family in its patriarchal form. It is Hobbes who needs women to do 
this. Indeed, it is Hobbesian man in general who has the need, 
Hobbes creates and defines “man” so as to require dominance over 
“woman.” That is why Hobbes does not even try to construct an ar- 
gument that women consent to the family. To do so would violate the 
logic of his argument, so he merely passes over the issue, knowing 
that none of his contemporaries—and probably not posterity either— 
would note the contradiction. There are other ways, such as that pro- 
vided by the psychoanalytic perspective I adopt in a later chapter, in 
which Hobbes’s structural sexism is revealed, and I will return to 
Hobbes’s structural sexism in Chapter 4. But these arguments demon- 
strate that the gender bias contained in Hobbes’s social contract the- 
ory is not merely contingent and therefore changeable. It is not possi- 
ble merely to reinterpret “man” as “men and women,” because his 
conception of politics and political society requires the exclusion, sub- 
ordination, and disempowerment of women. 


Locke: A “Social” State of Nature 


Whereas Locke apparently excoriated Hobbes, in very interesting 
and important ways Locke and Hobbes share some conceptualiza- 
tions of individualism, freedom, and authority. Indeed, I would argue 
that Hobbes provided much of the epistemological groundwork for 
Locke’s theory. What is overt in Hobbes concerning negative liberty, 
the necessity and sufficiency of consent, and the presentation of coer- 
cion as consent is far more subtle and perhaps even diluted in Locke, 
but is present nonetheless, At the same time—and perhaps ironically 
—what is deeply embedded and even hidden in Hobbes concerning 
the place of women in the political structure, and concerning the sub- 
text of masculinity in liberal epistemology, is more open to view in 
Locke’s theory. 

In Locke’s Two Treatises the severity of Hobbes’s abstract individ- 
ualism seems to give way to a more peaceful, perhaps even social, 
rationalism. In contrast to Hobbes, Locke argues that in the state of 
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nature, men are peaceful because they are rational. The competition 
for goods found in Hobbes’s state of war is at least seriously dimin- 
ished for Locke because rationality dictates that men desire only what 
they need, not as much as they can get. Yet Locke shares some cen- 
tral assumptions with Hobbes concerning the meaning of freedom 
and the reasons why men’s “natural” socialness is undermined. Fur- 
thermore, Locke “seems to make consent even more essential to 
political obligation than does Hobbes.” These two elements stand 
in difficult opposition, for they presuppose two conflicting concepts 
of humanity, one of individualism and one of sociability. Although 
Locke’s theory of obligation embodies an attempt to recognize the 
limitations on individual choice that sociability yields, such attempts 
leave him with serious contradictions. 

Locke begins with a concept of freedom that is not as starkly nega- 
tive as Hobbes’s, yet might be seen to fit Isaiah Berlin’s formulation 
quite nicely: 


To understand Political Power right, and derive it from its Original, we 
must consider what State all Men are naturally in, and that is a State of 
perfect Freedom to order their Actions, and dispose of their Possessions, 
and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law of Nature, 
without asking leave, or depending upon the Will of any other Man. 

A State also of Equality, wherein all the Power and Jurisdiction is recip- 
rocal, no one having more than another.” 


The key phrase is “within the bounds of the Law of Nature.” Locke's 
state of nature is more peaceful than Hobbes'’s as the latter's physical 
equality is transformed by Locke into an equality of right. Men are 
naturally free, and everyone is equally free by the laws of nature. 
Thus, freedom is limited by equality of rights. The unbridled license 
of Hobbes’s state of nature cannot coexist with a concept of equality 
of freedom decreed by natural right. Rather, it entails a society of 
reciprocal respect for one another's rights. 

But this limitation on freedom that equality entails is made easy and 
natural by the fact that humans are rational. Although humans need 
the things of nature that enable them to live, they neither require nor 
want an unlimited amount of those things. They do not want more 
than they can use, for spoilage represents a waste of labor, and hence 
a waste of property, violating a law of nature: “As much as any one 
can make use of to any advantage of life before it spoils; so much he 


Smith (1985), p. 42. 
“Locke, Two Treatises, p. 309. Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the 
text. 
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may by his labour fix a Property in. . . . Nothing was made by God 
for Man to spoil or destroy” (p. 332). But, given men’s rationality, and 
“considering the plenty of natural Provisions there was a long time in 
the World, and the few spenders” (p. 332), this law, while a moral 
maxim, is also a principle that rational beings would naturally use to 
guide their actions. Rationality, if not allowing men to see the laws of 
nature and follow them as the will of God, at least shows men that 
the course of action the laws of nature decree is the best to follow on 
its own merits. To gain so much that the fruits of labor spoil is to 
waste the property one has in one’s person, and is irrational. 

Because of this rationality, it follows that the freedom Locke attrib- 
utes to natural man is a self-determinative, self-creative conception. 
Freedom from dependence on the will of another is a vital aspect of 
being human. Legitimate limitations on freedom exist, but in imper- 
sonal laws, not in the will of a person. The first and most obvious of 
these limitations consists in, as previously noted, the “bounds of the 
Law of Nature,” which include most importantly the idea that all peo- 
ple have an equal right to freedom. Natural law, of course, is not 
consented to per se; for though natural laws are moral maxims, they 
also represent man’s essence, as God has created him. It is as nonsen- 
sical to say that one “consents” to natural facts of human existence as 
it would be to “consent” to the laws of gravity or to having blue eyes, 
Just as Hobbes said it was inconceivable that a man could consent to 
die, because life is the essence of humanity, so the laws of nature do 
not limit freedom—and hence it is inconceivable to wish to violate 
those laws—because they express the essence of man. The duty of 
self-preservation is not a law given by God as an arbitrary dictator 
might lay down a law. Although we should obey, it is not the case 
that we must merely obey. The laws of nature are decreed by God as 
the definition of humanity, and as the guidelines we must follow to 
be human. But this “must” is as much prudential, or a rational fiat, as 
it is a moral maxim. Locke can be seen as saying that “no one may” 
means “it is inconceivable that anyone would.” If someone were to 
violate the laws of nature, her actions could not be afforded the as- 
sumptions of rationality and rational choice; she would be considered 
incapable of directing her life through reason, and therefore not fully 
human. 

Conventional laws (in the sense of human-made) may also define 
the parameters of liberty, but only a particular kind of law may do 
this, namely those laws consented to by members of the civil society. 
When people decide to leave the state of nature (whether because of 
the introduction of money or the lack of a known judge),” they are 


"There is scholarly disagreement about why men leave Locke's state of nature. Green 
(1986) emphasizes the notion that it is the want of a common judge to resolve disputes 
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still their own masters in forming the social contract: “The Liberty of 
Man in Society, is to be under no other Legislative Power, but that 
established by consent, in the Common-wealth, nor under the Do- 
minion of any Will, or Restraint of any Law, but what the Legislative 
shall inact, according to the Trust put in it” (p. 324). Consent must be 
given to government for it to exercise legitimate authority; and con- 
sent must be given to any constraint, including one of law, on an 
individual’s freedom to pursue her interests. Rules that have been 
consented to limit freedom, but they do so by an act of free will (con- 
sent) and therefore can be seen as an expression, rather than a hin- 
drance, of the will. 

The concept of a rule-governed freedom may appear confusing, 
and might even demonstrate a tension within Locke between the two 
extremes presented by Hobbes and Rousseau. Like Hobbes, Locke 
bases freedom on independence from another's will. But like Rous- 
seau, he depicts law as not so much a restriction on freedom as an 
enhancement of it: “Law, in its true notion, is not so much the Limita- 
tion as the direction of a free and intelligent Agent to his proper Interest” 
(pp. 347-48). Here we might seem to have a somewhat “positive” 
notion of freedom: a situated freedom, defined by certain parameters 
that enhance human abilities rather than limiting them (or, rather, 
that enhance the productive and good abilities while requiring the 
limitation or relinquishment of the bad and counterproductive ones). 
This would seem to contradict my central claim that negative liberty is 
the cornerstone and fatal flaw of consent theory. All of these rules 
come from God; even the conventional rules we consent to by adher- 


that crop up from time to time. He postulates the state of war as these intermittent 
periods of dispute among individuals and argues that the social contract ends the state 
of war by providing arbitration. Macpherson (1962) argues that the introduction of 
money brings about the state of war by allowing men to accumulate more than they 
can use. The introduction of money changes what it is rational for men to do: just as it 
is rational before the existence of money to take only as much as one can use, so is it 
rational after the introduction of money to accumulate as much as one can. But Locke 
suggests in Questions concerning the Law of Nature that not everyone can or will use his 
or her God-given reason. Equality of right may thus be a safeguard for natural inequal- 
ities in reasoning ability, I believe this point brings Green's and Macpherson’s theses 
together. As Green implies, irrational beings would start disputes, and rational crea- 
tures would seek relief from irrationality by forming the social contract. And if, as 
Macpherson argues, Locke believes that the propertied obtain their wealth because of 
their superior rationality, Locke has a justification for eliminating the propertyless from 
the electorate. The belief that economic status is a reflection of natural ability to reason, 
however, contradicts the fundamental assumption with which Locke begins his argu- 
ment: that all men are naturally free and equal. But if the problem stems not from 
unequal ability but rather from the fact that some men simply “love the darkness,” 
then Locke's argument in Questions is circular, for if God gives all reason to start with, 
it would be unreasonable for any to choose not to use that reason. See esp. Question I. 
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ing to God-given rationality follow the divine order." Thus, these 
rules are constitutive of men’s humanity and do not—indeed can- 
not—limit men’s self-creative abilities; rather, they enhance them. But 
this is not a true “positive” liberty, for two reasons. 

First, Locke says that J also have “A Liberty to follow my own Will 
in all things, where the Rule prescribes not” (p. 324). Where God and 
humans have seen fit to leave discretion to the individual by not de- 
creeing laws, the individual is the sole arbiter of her actions. Al- 
though bound by the limits of law, people are still afforded a great 
deal of autonomy in choosing their actions and fulfilling their desires, 
Indeed, creating an environment for such fulfillment is the purpose of 
natural law and should logically be the point of conventional laws. 

The most obvious of these are the laws of property; and this brings 
us to the second reason. The acquisition of property in the state of 
nature is a law of nature, a formula wherein anyone who adds labor 
to the things in nature becomes the owner of property. Everyone nat- 
urally has property in the person in the form of labor; labor trans- 
forms natural objects into property. The purpose of civil government 
is to protect that property, both in the person and in things. Thus 
people consent to government; they give up their natural liberty in 
exchange for a more effective liberty that is defined by rules chosen 
by the participants to the social contract. The end of these rules in 
protecting property is to preserve the self, to serve individuals as indi- 
viduals with particular desires and interests, and not merely as God’s 
property. 

The centrality of the protection of property to the social contract 
emphasizes the fact that individuals in Locke’s theory, as in 
Hobbes's, seek their own perpetuation and the gratification of their 
desires and interests. It is this foundation that justifies the representa- 
tive form of government Locke endorses; if preserving men as God's 
property were the only concern, then an absolute monarch would 
seem better suited to the job of God’s spokesman. Without a focus on 
individual interest and negative freedom, Locke’s rejection of divine 
right does not hold great force. Indeed, Richard Ashcraft notes that 
the Dissenters, whom he claims Locke followed in his Two Treatises, 
in fact “had to assume that individuals were autonomous rational 
agents with a liberty of will which, however, was not always confor- 
mable to reason.”” But the notion of a “situated” freedom allows 
Locke to do what Hobbes could not: that is, to preserve a concept of 
freedom as negative within the context of a civil society, to ensure 


“Dunn (1980). 
"Ashcraft (1986), p. 51; emphasis added. 
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maximum autonomy and self-determination within the confines of 
government and law, 

Thus, even though Locke recognizes the liberty-enhancing aspects 
of natural and man-made laws, his formulation is much more nega- 
tive than positive. The key to liberty as Locke defines it is “Freedom 
from Absolute, Arbitrary Power” (p. 325), power which could easily 
be wielded by a patriarchal monarch not subject to the laws con- 
sented to by citizens and disrespectful of the laws of nature. Locke’s 
emphasis on what has come to be known as the rule of law preserves 
negative liberty and the ability to pursue interests without arbitrary 
interference. Law may indeed direct, but more important is the fact 
that it protects. When Locke articulates freedom within certain 
boundaries, what is most important is the freedom, not the bound- 
aries. For positive libertarians such as Rousseau or Hegel, it is the 
boundaries—what they are, how they are established—that are more 
important than the (negative) freedom. 

Locke’s conception of freedom obviously ramifies on the role of 
consent. Locke has said, in the passage cited previously and else- 
where, that “the Liberty of Man, in Society, is to be under no other 
Legislative Power, but that established by consent” (p. 324). Most the- 
orists concede the necessity of consent in Locke’s theory. But the 
grounds of sufficiency are less clear.” Obviously, conventional laws 
inhibit people’s ability to consent to certain things. But since those 
laws originate in consent and are changeable by consent, it would be 
stretching things uselessly to say that consent inhibits consent. The 
laws of nature, by contrast, are not “consented” to in this same way, 


For instance, although Dunn (1980, p. 33) asserts that “the sole source of legitimate 
authority . . . [is] the rational consent of individuals,” such consent is not sufficient to 
establish political duty. What is consented to is significant as well. Dunn says, “The 
practice [to which one consents, namely, a government] must be legitimate itself” (p. 
51). “Where a practice is legitimate and a role involves participation in the practice, 
consent to doing so and hence consent to its responsibilities is axiomatic—all potential 
doubts are resolved in favour of the practice. But when it is illegitimate the doubts are 
resolved in favour of the agent” (p. 52). Although legitimate authority is transferred by 
consent, the standards for assessing legitimacy come from God (p. 52); and presumably 
man is to know what God thinks of any given practice by consulting and obeying the 
laws of nature and preserving all natural rights (p. 33). This interpretation of Locke is 
not far from what other theorists, such as Pitkin, have developed in critiquing Locke 
(or, as Dunn would say, in misreading Locke), but it bears mentioning here because it 
is one of the stronger denials of the contemporary idea that Locke placed consent at the 
heart of obligation: “Consent may explain the origins of political legitimacy. It may 
indicate how it is that a particular individual at some specific time becomes liable to 
particular political obligations. But it is simply not the reason why Locke thought most 
men were obliged to obey the legitimate exercise of authority” (p. 31). The fact that this 
reading produces a rather Humean theory of obligation should raise suspicions about 
its soundness, but I am not prenared to enter into that debate here. See Hirschmann 
(1987), appendix A. 
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and thus might support the claim that consent is insufficient to create 
obligations. Locke’s theory is problematic on this point. On the one 
hand, Locke wants to assert the self-creative and autonomous capaci- 
ties of humans, to assert that freedom consists in an absence of re- 
straint and that people create their own obligations. On the other 
hand, he wants to limit the capacity to create obligations. 

One can resolve this problem by saying that consent is sufficient 
only within the confines of natural and consensual law, thus preserv- 
ing an absolute “Liberty to follow my own will in all things, where 
the rule prescribes not” (p. 324). If a practice does not violate these 
rules, consent to it is sufficient to bind the consenter. If it does violate 
them, then consent is not sufficient. This solution is extremely prob- 
lematic in terms of the social contract, however. In regard to the con- 
sent that forms the social contract, the only limitation is natural law, 
since conventional law does not yet exist; and this is where Locke 
becomes particularly confusing. Any government that is consented to 
must operate within the bounds of the laws of nature. It must not be 
tyrannical, for such a government is a rule of men, not law; it must 
preserve lives, for otherwise it will be abusing God’s property; and it 
must preserve the liberty of individual consent, which men must be 
able to exercise in order to pursue their interests and thus preserve 
themselves. 

The confusion arises as to where exactly the line is drawn between 
the law of nature and men’s interpretation of it (or even their ability 
to see it), which depends on or derives from their self-creative capaci- 
ties. John Dunn, for instance, asserts that God is the final judge of 
legitimacy.” But who is to judge what God says? Presumably humans 
are to know what God thinks of any given practice by consulting and 
obeying the laws of nature and preserving all natural rights. “What 
[humans] can rationally consent to is limited by their own rights,” 
which of course come from God and constitute the laws of nature. 
But this circular reasoning does not solve the dilemma. For who is to 
judge whether a particular situation in fact violates a law of nature? 
For example, if the only way to preserve my life—say, in a war, fam- 
ine, or natural disaster—is to consent to slavery, which law should 
take precedence? And how am I to judge? Or, who is to judge, if not 
me? Certainly, in A Letter concerning Toleration, Locke was keenly con- 
cerned to establish the individual's relationship to God; and, as Ash- 
craft has argued, such a principle was central to the political struggles 
of Locke and his contemporaries in resisting the absolute monarchy 
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threatened by Charles I's Catholicism.” But if, within the parameters 
that the laws of nature set, all men are free to follow their own will in 
all things—including the establishment of a government—then why 
does Locke go to such lengths to bind a majority of the population to 
civil society by tacit consent, and why does he offer such improbable 
means for this consent? 

These are questions that demonstrate the conflicting character of 
Locke’s theory and the tension between wanting men to be self-cre- 
ative while also wanting to bind them to a specific form of govern- 
ment. These tensions characterize consent theory in general as it has 
developed from Locke’s theory. These and other similar questions 
have defined the problems for subsequent consent theorists and have 
been addressed in various ways, though not entirely successfully. But 
they fail to raise the most important question: Why do these ten- 
sions—and even contradictions—exist at all in Locke’s work? 

I suggest, as was the case with Hobbes, that they stem from the 
construct of the state of nature. The concept of a state of nature on- 
tologically and epistemologically depends on a conception of humans 
as autonomous individuals who spring forth fully equipped with ra- 
tionality and reason, interests and passions, and the motor and physi- 
cal capabilities to fulfill their desires. Such individuals naturally owe 
nothing to anybody for these capacities (or for anything else), least of 
all to a society that does not yet exist. These premises and this con- 
struct can only produce a concept of the individual as isolated. 
Whether, as in Hobbes, he is warlike and competitive or, as in Locke, 
relatively peaceful seems to depend largely on the abundance of na- 
ture and differing notions of rationality. For Hobbes, the acquisitive- 
ness of rational egoism makes resources scarce, and hence contact 
between isolated individuals must always take the form of conflict. 
For Locke, human reason, guided by the laws of nature forbidding 
waste, ensures that resources are ample, at least before the introduc- 
tion of money, and hence isolated individuals need have few interac- 
tions at all. What contact they do have is generally conflictual (partic- 
ularly after money makes acquisition without spoilage possible); 
hence the need for a “known judge.” Such individuals can form a 
community only by an act of free will. Although the law of nature can 
prevent them from consenting to certain things, according to Locke it 
cannot make them consent to others, except through appeals to ra- 
tionality. 

Obviously this conception of persons as abstractly individualistic 
does not fit comfortably with the peaceful state of nature Locke draws 
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for us. It is more suited to Hobbes’s state of war for, logically, uncon- 
nected individuals cannot form a society by agreement; they need a 
sovereign to establish it for them. As Carole Pateman suggests, they 
cannot even develop a shared language.* Locke uses God and natural 
law to remedy this discrepancy. On the one hand, this supports 
Dunn's claim that Locke cannot be used by modern theorists to de- 
velop notions of political obligation by consent. Probably an impor- 
tant reason for modern misreadings of Locke (if they are misreadings) 
lies in contemporary attempts to read God out of Locke, and hence to 
eliminate the substantive values that form a crucial aspect of Locke’s 
theory. As Pateman argues, at least natural law “provides representa- 
tives, and their subjects, with criteria to evaluate political decisions. 
Contemporary liberalism has only the procedure to fall back on.”* On 
the other hand, the role of God in Locke’s theory suggests that Locke 
needed an escape route, that he could not logically work his way out 
of the necessary corollary of abstract individualism that needs to ac- 
company a state-of-nature social contract theory. 


The Problem of Patriarchy 


Not coincidentally, the role of God is also significant in its betrayal 
of a patriarchal belief system, one that Locke sought to refute in his 
First Treatise. The links between patriarchy and abstract individualism 
have been explored by a number of theorists,” but it is most easily 
made apparent in Locke if we examine the place of women in his 


“Pateman (1979), Pp. 39- 

*Dunn (1980). The place of God in Locke’s thought may, as Dunn suggests, put 
Locke into another framework entirely, one that is not appropriate for secular thinking. 
But the matter cannot be so straightforward. If natural rights and laws of nature exist, 
why must they come from God? If we reject the idea of God, must we reject natural 
rights? Dunn might think so (he says that for Locke natural rights come from God and 
hence it makes no sense to speak as if they did not), but Tussman (1960) for one 
suggests that theorists can adopt the same ideas without God as a base: “The possi- 
bility of alternative interpretations frees the theory of natural law from any necessary 
dependence upon religion.” Tussman concludes that “the theory therefore deserves 
further consideration from those who otherwise would get off the train (with me) at 
this point” (p. 132). I take Dunn to be saying that this is precisely where contemporary 
consent theory went wrong, that one cannot excise God from Locke's theory and then 
view the remainder out of its theological context. But if that is what Dunn is saying, | 
think he at least overstates the problem; he attributes an extremely patriarchal concep- 
tion of obligation to Locke and leaves unanswered how the individual is supposed to 
be able to determine what it is that God wants. Although | argue subsequently that in 
fact Locke's notion of obligation is patriarchal, I disagree with Dunn that this was 
Locke's intention. 

**Pateman (1979), p. 71- 
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theory. The at least tacit exclusion of women from politics,* and their 
silence in consent, is prototypical of the tension in Locke's theory 
between “free and equal individuals” and the attempt to obligate peo- 
ple to a government without their consent. Women do not consent 
immediately to the government by using the roads, or by living 
within a state (certainly not by owning land or voting); rather, they 
consent intermediately by virtue of being wives or daughters, that is, 
by way of their husbands’ or fathers’ tacit (or perhaps express) con- 
sent.” Thus women’s consent is at one remove even from poor la- 
borers’ tacit consent, and it presents a deeper conflict for Locke. In- 
deed, the problem that women pose to Locke’s theory suggests that 
the tension between freedom and nonconsensual bondage, equality 
and second-class citizenship, goes beyond anything that invoking 
God can remedy. It reflects the epistemological and ontological as- 
sumptions of Locke’s theory, the theoretical perspective from which 
he wrote. And this perspective persists in our own time as well, in 
the use of Locke to develop contemporary consent theory. 

Locke may be considered an odd entry point for a discussion of 
sexism in political theory, for he is in many ways among his contem- 
poraries the most considerate of women; some would argue that in 
fact he was an early feminist.” Others would hold that the central 
problem for Locke is class, not sex, because the crucial distinction he 
makes is between property-holding express consenters and non- 
landed tacit consenters. On this account, Locke has a theoretical foun- 
dation for his exclusion of some people from the social contract— 
namely, ownership of property—that could be seen as sex blind; after 
all, women are not the only ones excluded from either property or 
political participation. 


“Smith (1985) and Dunn (1980) both hold that Locke does not say that women cannot 
be citizens, but the implication is that they are not. Eisenstein (1981), Okin (1979), and 
Elshtain (1981) all persuasively argue that women’s exclusion from politics is a central 
element of Locke’s thought. Smith (1985) also argues that nowhere does Locke say that 
women cannot think rationally. But Macpherson (1962) points out the differential ra- 
tionality and power of the propertied and nonpropertied. Since all women are system- 
atically excluded from the institution of property (nonpropertied men can theoretically 
obtain property through hard work—the ideal of equal opportunity—but women are 
barred from property except in the unusual circumstances leading to the granting of 
femme sole status), they must also be uniformly irrational as well as politically disem- 
powered. Macpherson further points out that in The Reasonableness of Christianity Locke 
holds, “’Tis well if men of that rank [i.e. laborers] (to say nothing of the other sex) can 
comprehend plain propositions, and a short reasoning about things familiar to their 
minds” (pp. 224-25). Among Locke's contemporaries, see George Hickes, A Discourse of 
the Savereign Power (1682), cited in Ashcraft (1986), p. 236, who explictly notes that the 
Whigs’ exclusion of women from suffrage was inconsistent. 
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Indeed, in the Second Treatise Locke grants women something close 
to rights on several occasions when he could easily have ignored the 
issue. For instance, in “Of Conquest,” Locke argues that if the men in 
society A unjustly invade society B and lose, B has a “right of con- 
quest” over A. This right includes a “perfectly Despotical” (p. 435) 
power over the lives of A’s soldiers; but B’s right to the property of 
A's members is limited to reparation. The citizens of B are not entitled 
to all of A’s property because B must leave enough for the women 
and children of A to live on. They, after all, did not make the unjust 
attack. Therefore, unlike the male warriors of A, they did not give 
their tacit consent to the consequences of that attack (p. 437). This 
limitation on B’s right could be seen to derive from the law of nature’s 
requiring us to leave enough for others,” or from the notion that 
fathers cannot consent for their children, rather than from any specifi- 
cally “feminist” concerns. Nevertheless, Locke could easily have for- 
gotten to consider women, and it is likely that none of his contempor- 
aries would have called him on it. 

Indeed, throughout the Two Treatises, Locke seems. torn between 
wanting to grant women the status of “free and equal beings” and 
being constrained by the Bible’s description of “women’s lot.” He 
grants women a relatively equal status within the family; children 
owe both parents respect (p. 357); and men and women share au- 
thority and common concerns in marriage (pp. 362—65). Locke asserts 
that the power of the father is limited to “what a Mistress of a Family 
may have as well as he” (p. 366). But he also asserts that the man 
must have the final word as “the abler and stronger,” even going so 
far as to call the husband the “prince” of the family in discussing how 
the family may have given rise to political society (pp. 358-61, 369). 
Thus the “family’s” political voice is expressed by the husband/father; 
women have political expression and representation only through 
their male relatives. 

That women’s consent was expressed through their husbands or 
fathers is problematic in itself, for it suggests a patriarchal basis 
within a body of thought that has a large investment in the rejection 
of patriarchy, But a further layer to the dilemma is that the men who 
“consented” for women by virtue of giving their own consent may in 
turn have expressed such consent tacitly. If, as Locke suggests, such 


“The reason is that A virtually “consented” to rule by conquest when it launched its 
attack. Locke argues that this is the only possible situation in which a right of conquest 
exists. See Second Treatise, chap. 16. 

“Ibid., esp. para. 183 (though this idea would probably have to work from the notion 
that international relations constitutes a parallel to the state of nature). 
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tacit consenters were “imperfect members,” women must have been 
that much more “imperfect”; for if tacit consenters were less bound 
than express consenters, it would seem to follow that women would 
be even less obligated than unenfranchised males. 

Perhaps that was the reason why theorists, Locke among them, 
bound women so tightly to their families; for a logical extension of the 
principles of consent would have led to the recognition that women 
were obligated to the state very weakly, if at all. Such a condition 
could threaten not only the state but also men’s position in it by 
threatening the family as well, since a recognition of women’s non- 
obligated status by the standards of consent would have to extend to 
women’s “private” obligations. Such a disruption of the family that 
this might precipitate could threaten the political sphere because poli- 
tics rests on the fact that it is separate from the private sphere. In a 
practical sense, as Rousseau particularly suggests, the existence of a 
class of people working in the private sphere frees men to pursue 
other interests in the political sphere. Locke suggests that representa- 
tives are needed to free men from political concerns, and similarly 
women would be needed to free them from domestic concerns as well 
so that they could get on with the real business of expanding their 
freedom and enriching their humanity by pursuing their material in- 
terests in the economic sphere.” 

But there is an even more fundamental way in which women’s ex- 
clusion is necessary, one that derives again from the centrality of 
property. Protection of property is the main reason the social contract 
is formed, and it is the primary task of the legislature. But the impor- 
tance of property also explains why the institution of inheritance is so 


“Dunn (1980), p. 42; Locke, Second Treatise, pp. 393-94. Dunn argues that Locke 
provides the right of emigration only to tacit consenters; express consenters give up the 
right to leave, but emigration is the tacit consenters’ major opportunity to dissent. 
Hume pointed out the problematic character of such a formulation: those who would 
benefit most from leaving, such as the poor, are also generally the least able to do so. 
Women were even more powerless than such men to express dissent, say, by emigrat- 
ing or by not using public facilities (for example, fetching water for the daily cooking, 
using the road to go to the market, cultivating the land for gardening produce), if for 
no other reason than that they were powerless to create their own roles and activities. 
What sense could have been made by her contemporaries of a woman's refusal to go to 
market—or perhaps even to marry—on the grounds that such activity would obligate 
her to obey the law? 

“Note here the linguistic turn from a straightforward “public.” For Locke, economic 
concerns and pursuits are definitely private in relation to government but public in 
relation to home life and women’s sphere of existence. The ambiguous character of the 
marketplace may provide a major source of both the tensions of liberalism and its re- 
silience, but it also may attest to the falsity of the dichotomy that liberalism constructs 
for itself. 
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necessary: men want to pursue their interests and develop their prop- 
erty, and that includes passing on that property to male offspring (or 
the husbands of female offspring in the form of dowry). Since prop- 
erty is linked to political power, however, as a qualification for voting 
and holding political office, then inheritance is the institution by 
which men pass the political on to other men. 

Mary O’Brien has argued that this idea of “passing on” artificial 
institutions and practices is a result of men’s “historical discon- 
tinuity,” which in turn results from men’s physical alienation from 
reproduction.” She argues that human history is a reflection of men’s 
attempts to overcome this basic alienation. Their first step in this 
struggle was to create the patriarchal family, within which women 
were secluded and through which they were disempowered. The pur- 
pose of women’s exclusion from the public realm, on this account, 
was to deny women access to sexual relations with other men. Only 
in this way could a man know for certain that a child was “his.” 

Although O'Brien's thesis is controversial, and though I think it 
would be a gross oversimplification to assert that this desire for cer- 
tainty in male reproduction was the primary reason for the public- 
private split, her theory does suggest some provocative insights into 
Locke’s theory. The gross denial of rights to women which character- 
izes Locke’s period and his own ambivalence about claiming natural 
rights for them suggest his acceptance of the status quo of women’s 
inequality. This inequality conveniently supplies property with stabil- 
ity through a patrilineal system of inheritance. Without women’s in- 
equality, the verifiability of lineage, crucial to inheritance, is cast into 
doubt, and hence the sanctity of property is threatened. 

But perhaps it is not so much that inheritance is important because 
of the need for property as that property is important because of the 
need for inheritance. That is, from a philosophical perspective, inher- 
itance protects the masculine attempt to “pass on,” to maintain men’s 
place in history. From a practical, political perspective, inheritance 
enables men to keep women in subservient roles to the end of main- 
taining political power. (This would also suggest another reason why 
property in the person is not sufficient to establish the right to politi- 
cal participation, for it cannot be inherited but exists “naturally” 
within each person.) If patriarchy is the basis for property, and prop- 
erty is the basis for the state, then is not patriarchy the basis for the 
state? 

This is a key question, for it entirely contradicts the central purpose 
of Locke’s theory of government and obligation. It is this contradic- 


4O’Brien (1981), 
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tion that shows the sexism of Locke's theory to go beyond the contin- 
gency of simply denying women the vote to a structural requirement 
that they be so denied. With property as the cornerstone and primary 
rationale for the state, women’s exclusion from that institution does 
not merely coincide with their exclusion from politics but founds it. Al- 
though nonpropertied males are also excluded, they can theoretically 
obtain a political voice through the diligent labor that yields them the 
necessary property; but women are not even allowed this equality of 
opportunity. Nor is it insignificant that women were themselves con- 
sidered property, if not explicitly by Locke then implicitly, by virtue 
of his unwillingness to challenge the historical and contemporary sta- 
tus quo of women’s political position. Property, as the central political 
value and institution of Locke’s theory, excludes women; yet it re- 
quires women to play a well-defined and central, though devalued, 
role. 

As I indicated earlier, however, the deepest and perhaps most im- 
portant dimensions of Locke’s structural bias relate to the epis- 
temological framework he adopts. Indeed, Locke’s more general ten- 
sion between individual freedom and governmental authority can be 
seen as a tension between his wanting to situate individuals in a so- 
cial context and an atomistic epistemology that makes such situation 
problematic. In An Essay concerning Human Understanding Locke holds 
that, because of the weakness of our senses, on which we are de- 
pendent for knowledge, we cannot know the “real essence” of things 
and of man. We can know only the “nominal essence”; that is, we can 
know only a thing's nature as it is determined by the way in which 
we classify it. This classification is manifested in language, which is to 
a degree arbitrary; that is, words have no necessary relation to the 
things they represent. Language is a system of contingent or acciden- 
tal regularities for Locke. It is not the product of rules or conventions. 
Although it enables us to communicate, this regularity cannot over- 
come the basic atomism of humans. A word or a name does not give 
us information to form ideas. One must develop thoughts or ideas 
directly from the phenomenon. This, of course, means that communi- 
cation between humans is severely limited in its effectiveness. We 
will never be able to communicate our perceptions satisfactorily.” 

Yet at the same time, Locke wishes to situate individuals within a 
social context, namely, civil society. How can individuals with such 
severely limited abilities to communicate ever come to agreement on a 
social contract? The conflict between atomism and sociability is what 
gives rise to the conceptualization of men as “naturally” free, to the 


*Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, esp. Bk. IV, chaps. 2-6. 
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problem of inalienable rights, and especially to the problem of tacit 
consent. It also at least contributes to the central but problematic role 
God plays in Locke’s theory. Locke admittedly limits the effect of em- 
piricism on his epistemology by inconsistently bringing in rationalist 
assumptions.” He talks about the importance of the relations between 
ideas. He also allows for certainty of knowledge by intuition (which 
produces knowledge of ourselves) and by demonstration (which re- 
veals God to us); “sensitive” knowledge, he asserts, is the only imper- 
fect knowledge. These rationalist elements could explain the central 
role of God and the law of nature to the success of the social contract, 
for if men can be certain only of themselves and of God, one of these 
must provide the key to forming the social contract; and since men’s 
knowledge of themselves is part of what creates the problem of the 
state of war, God is the only answer to that problem. But this resolu- 
tion suggests that the tensions between individual freedom and gov- 
ernmental authority demonstrate, at least in part, a tension between 
Locke’s epistemological atomism and his political values. 

These epistemological conflicts have particular pertinence to 
women. Jean Bethke Elshtain has suggested that the seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century epistemological emphasis on the split be- 
tween public and private was itself a patriarchal doctrine. The conten- 
tion, central to modernist epistemologies, that we all think alike, even 
though we feel (that is, desire) differently, creates an image of a uni- 
form public world that is knowable to all in the same way, and a 
private world that is not only unpredictable but inaccessible to all but 
the self. This sense of private and public—the privacy of emotion 
versus the publicity of language and knowledge—coheres to Locke’s 
dichotomy between the home and politics. Since women occupy 
solely the private realm (in the latter sense), they become the epitome 
of such unpredictability and the locus of irrationality (privacy in the 
former sense), This further justifies their exclusion from both senses 
of the public—they are unfit for political action because they only 
feel and do not think—as it is, in circular fashion, defined to exclude 
the characteristics that the private realm is designed to produce in 
women. 

Consent as an expression of this epistemology is thus similarly 
based on women’s exclusion. As Elshtain points out, what makes 


Some, however, such as Harding (1986), would say it is entirely consistent; that 
modernist epistemologies, both of which rationalism and empiricism are, share the 
same framework and are much closer to each other than either one is to either a stand- 
point or a postmodernist epistemology. 1 agree with this point, but I would also argue 
that it is important to retain the distinctions between rationalism and empiricism within 
the liberal framework. For Locke, his rationalist assumptions do present an inconsis- 
tency with his empiricism- 
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contract possible, and makes it further an essentially public act, is 
“that the same knowledge is shared by all and that the public sphere is the 
only sphere in which this holds.”* Contract, as the quintessential pub- 
lic act—indeed, as the very basis for the creation of the public realm 
in the modern era—is thus the quintessential expression of this exclu- 
sion: “The ‘voice’ of woman . . . of privatized irrational desire . . . 
[reduced to] cloying sentiment” is absolutely incapable of speaking 
the language of contract, and hence—since for Locke language is a 
“system of external signs and symbols rather than a complex social 
activity that links inner and outer””—of making contracts. 

As Elshtain’s argument about public and private implies, and as | 
argue later, this exclusive definition of obligation denies the obliga- 
tions that characterize women’s privatized experience. This points to 
an even deeper aspect of the claim that consent theory is structurally 
sexist, which Locke’s theory reveals: perhaps liberty is defined nega- 
tively, and individuals abstractly, despite his tacit recognitions to the 
contrary, precisely to provide the justification for denying such obli- 
gations. That, indeed, was a major purpose of consent in original so- 
cial contract theory: to justify rebellion against arbitrary authority, to 
refute any claims to allegiance that were not a result of individual 
choice, and hence to banish such relations from the realm of what we 
call obligations. The only way that consent theory has been able to 
operate throughout history is with and through the public-private di- 
chotomy. That is, consent theory may need, for successful implemen- 
tation, this specific framework—that is, a public realm totally separate 
from the private—within which all actions are conformable to the 
model of consent. All things that do not or cannot fit this frame- 
work—that is, nonconsensual obligations—are consigned to the pri- 
vate realm. And since that is defined as the realm of the inessential, 
consent theorists do not have to worry about, or even include, such 
activities or considerations when thinking about and defining obliga- 
tion. 

These two aspects—the denial of nonconsensual obligations and 


*Elshtain (1981), p. 118. It might be objected that one contract to which women are 
party—the marriage contract—is private, not public. But although marriage is and 
should be a private aftair between people, in fact it has always been treated as a public 
act. Historically it was a contract not between a man and a woman but between the 
groom and the father of the bride, and the transference of property—certainly for 
Locke another important public act, since regulation of property is the raison d'être of 
the state—was an intrinsic part of marriage. Anyone who has been involved in the 
legal intricacies of marriage cannot deny its overtly public character: we need licenses 
in order to marry and court orders in order to separate and end marriages; marriage is 
one of the central categories for tax purposes; and so on. See Gould (1984a), for some 
thoughts on the private and public nature of marriage. 

*Elshtain (1981), p- 116. 
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the structural division of public and private—are highly interrelated, 
for nonconsensual obligations, for instance those that exist in the fam- 
ily, “leak” into other areas of life; in reality, if not in theory, they 
cannot be totally separated. Given the patriarchal social and political 
conditions of the seventeenth century, the logical extension of such 
“leakage” was Filmer’s Patriarcha. The only way Locke could combat 
this leakage was to deny outright the legitimacy of patriarchy, to deny 
the king’s right over subjects on the basis that subjects were free and 
equal, capable of choice. Such free and equal men would choose a 
representative government that defended their interests. They could 
not choose a patriarchal monarchy because that would defeat the pur- 
pose of Locke’s entire argument. In short, Locke said, such free and 
equal men were natural citizens, not subjects. This was an important 
step. 

But at the same time, this radical rejection of patriarchy rested on 
patriarchy in the subjection of women to men. Consent theory's in- 
ability to allow any nonconsensual obligations is really a fear and a 
refusal to do so, for the only way it could effectively deny such obliga- 
tions was to segregate them in the private sphere, assign them to a 
particular group of people—women—and then shut those people off 
from the light of public day, denying them political voice and hence 
silencing them and their experience altogether. Thus, the tension be- 
tween the need for authority and the need to preserve individualism 
led Locke into some awkward conclusions—conclusions that set the 
tone and agenda for philosophical debate on obligation for the next 
three centuries. His recourse to God was not, of course, a disin- 
genuous contrivance but (presumably) a genuine belief; yet it was 
also a source of some of his contradictions, even as he attempted to 
draw on it to resolve others. 

It is important to note that part of the problem involved in defining 
the place of women in Locke’s theory, and thus in understanding his 
seemingly contradictory attitudes about patriarchy, arises from the 
fact that Locke did not explicitly create the values his theory es- 
pouses. Whereas Rousseau creates an image of women to fit his con- 
struction of the political, Locke works within and reflects the cultural 
and political framework of his time.” Indeed, the degree to which 
Locke recognizes women demonstrates his attempts to surmount the 
strictures of his society and culture (and perhaps even religion, al- 


“Of course, Rousseau also works within a sociohistorical framework; that is what 
made his conception of women acceptable. But Rousseau presents a carefully crafted 
theory of women that suits very particular political needs. For Locke this is not nearly 
50 apparent, although it is still possible to make a similar argument about Locke's 
work. 
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though religion was also the likely source of his ambivalence). But 
that fact suggests that the problematic place of women in Locke’s the- 
ory goes well beyond his own personal views and is much more sys- 
tematic and fundamental. For this same problem of patriarchy is also 
likely to be found (and indeed is found) in most other theories of the 
time, which were also shaped by the cultural, social, and theological 
role of women. Those roles formed part of the backdrop for the theo- 
ries and helped construct the framework within which such theories 
were written. The problem of patriarchy that Locke’s theory displays 
is a problem for liberal theory as a whole, and for consent theories of 
obligation in particular. It demonstrates the deeper dimensions of the 
structural sexism of liberal theory which I began tracing in my anal- 
ysis of Hobbes: that defining obligation solely, or even primarily, in 
terms of individual consent is to a large degree implicitly—and some- 
times, as with Rousseau, explicitly —premised on women’s exclusion 
from politics.” 

Indeed, it is through a discussion of Rousseau that this last claim, 
as well as the foregoing points concerning Locke, might be made 
more apparent, for what is subtle and indirect in Locke is overt in 
Rousseau. And in spite of the fact that Rousseau was highly critical of 
Locke’s theory, they make similar points on several matters, partic- 
ularly with regard to women’s place in politics. 


Rousseau: Reconciling Voluntarism and Virtue 


Critics of consent theory came to the fore as soon as social contract 
theories were promulgated. Hume rejected consent theory as an inac- 
curate description of actual political societies in which obligations ex- 
isted and as an illogical argument, since basing political obligation on 
the maxim that we ought to keep promises ignores the fact that prom- 
ising itself is an artificial convention. He particularly attacked as disin- 
genous Locke’s tacit consent, analogizing such citizens, particularly 
the poor, to a shanghaied sailor who “was carried on board while 
asleep, and must leap into the ocean and perish the moment he 
leaves her.”® Burke similarly rejected the concept of the individual 
that social contract theory relied on; he argued that individuals are 
more deeply situated in society and that, therefore, tradition is the 
source of political obligation. Hutcheson also rejected consent theory 


“For more complete reviews of historical figures, I refer the reader to Okin (1979), 
Elshtain (1981), Eisenstein (1981), Pitkin (1984), Shanley and Pateman (1990). 
“Hume, “Of the Original Contract,” in Aiken (1948), p. 363- 
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on such grounds.* In contrast, Godwin rejected Lockean theory be- 
cause it did not go far enough in recognizing individual autonomy 
and hence did not preserve the ideals fundamental to true consent.“ 
In the nineteenth century, the utilitarians, basing obligation on the 
maximization of utility, argued that consent had little to do with obli- 
gation and rejected other aspects of social contract theory—such as 
natural rights—as nonsensical.” Hegel also argued in his Philosophy of 
Right that consent theory was flawed in its conception of individuals 
as inherently separate and that it misrepresented human action; he 
held that individuals are obligated to obey legitimate authority be- 
cause that is the nature of legitimacy and authority. And T. H. Green 
dissected Hobbes and Locke, displaying their innards as convoluted 
and self-contradictory, and recast Rousseau not as a consent theorist 
but as an advocate of political virtue through emphasis on the general 
will.” 

Indeed, in the work of Rousseau we find a critique of consent that 
is no less powerful than, though very different from, that offered by 
Hume and others. Some readers may think this an odd claim, in light 
of Rousseau’s emphasis on unanimous consent and popular participa- 
tion in his Social Contract. In fact, he is generally taught to students of 
political theory along with Hobbes and Locke, the differences among 
them subverted to the central and allegedly more important similarity 
they share, namely, the emphasis on individual consent and the so- 
cial contract. But Rousseau denied that what Hobbes and Locke called 
consent was really so, and rejected the Lockean liberal social contract, 
with tacit consent at its core, as mythical and classist. As did Godwin 
in a very different vein, Rousseau argued for a more stringent concept 
of consent. But in the process he went beyond consent as the basis for 
obligation, for at the same time Rousseau rejected the atomistic con- 
ception of humans found in Hobbes and Locke, and argued that soci- 
ety is of central importance to humanity. Rousseau thus attempts to 
reconcile a more exacting requirement of individual choice with a 
more demanding conception of society. Like Hobbes and Locke, 
Rousseau was confronted with the tension between the two appar- 
ently conflicting qualities of authority and freedom. But rather than 
trying to hide this tension, Rousseau attacks it head on. He begins his 
Social Contract with the famous declaration that man is “born free” but 


Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France; Smith (1985), chap. 2; Diggins (1984), 
chap. 1. 

“Godwin, Enquiry concerning Political Justice and Its Influence on Modern Morals and Hap- 
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is “everywhere in chains,” and the puzzle is to determine whether 
and how that situation can be made legitimate.” 

It is my contention, in accordance with T. H. Green, though hardly 
following his line of argument, that Rousseau is miscast as a consent 
theorist. It is not the case that the state is legitimate because people 
consent to it; rather, people consent to the state because it is legiti- 
mate. Consent and choice play leading roles in Rousseau’s construct, 
but they are subordinate to the more central value of political virtue. 
This term is problematic from a feminist perspective, because, as 
Hanna Pitkin points out, virtue has been associated with the stead- 
fastness of masculinity, fortune with the caprice of femininity.* Iron- 
ically, Rousseau makes women the guardians of virtue in a clever self- 
policing tactic of restricting their activity to the home. But I use the 
term here to indicate a double meaning: first, to refer to Rousseau’s 
general idea that there are some things a society needs for its own 
good regardless of what the majority wills; and second, to acknowl- 
edge that Rousseau’s particular idea of virtue is skewed toward a spe- 
cific set of values. Although he contextualizes human choice in social 
relationships, Rousseau also lets consent play roles that are inap- 
propriate to and even contradict the rest of his theory. So what 
should be a strength in Rousseau—the situation of choice in contexts 
of relationships—often becomes a weakness in the form of inconsis- 
tency and contradiction. 

It is obvious that Rousseau is an extreme communitarian; the good 
of the society, embodied in the “general will,” is far greater than any 
of the “particular wills” that ostensibly determine it. In practical 
terms, the general will is defined through majoritarian practice; but 
Rousseau clearly indicates that not just any majority decision neces- 
sarily represents the general will. The general will is “constant, un- 
alterable and pure”; it exists independently of citizens as principles of 
political right that derive their force from natural law. John Noone 
argues that Rousseau believed in natural law. Rousseau says, “What 
is good and consistent with order is so by the nature of things and 
independently of human conventions,” and indeed The Social Con- 
tract is subtitled Or Principles of Political Right. This independent char- 
acter of the general will is what justifies Rousseau’s infamous “forcer 
d'être libre”; because the general will is right, it is people's “true” 
will, whether they recognize it or not. Laws are the expression of that 
will. Since true freedom consists in obedience to a self-prescribed law, 


Rousseau, Social Contract, in The Social Contract and Discourses, subsequently cited as 
Cole 

*Pitkin (1984). 

“Social Contract, in Ritter and Bondanella, p. 105. See also Noone (1980). 
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when citizens must reassess their judgment and obey the law, they 
are merely being forced to be free. To many this is the epitome of 
totalitarianism, the most extreme and worst possible form of commu- 
nitarianism. 

Yet Rousseau also embraces an extreme individualism. Like 
Hobbes, Rousseau argues that the state of nature is populated by 
totally unconnected beings who have contact only briefly for sexual 
relations and cannot even recognize one another afterwards. Even 
mothers and children form only utilitarian relationships for a brief 
period, until the child leaves.” It is this inherent freedom and in- 
dependence that establishes the need to base political society on a 
contract, just as it was for Locke and Hobbes. And as was the case 
for Locke and Hobbes, the recognition of this independence within 
the context of a need for authority causes Rousseau to attempt to 
bind people against their will via consent. Although the general will 
is more sophisticated and even potentially voluntarist than either 
Hobbes’s rational fiat or Locke's tacit consent, it is neverthless their 
methodological equivalent. 

Rousseau was caught in the dilemma of trying to reconcile his view 
of the primacy of political life—that it is the inevitable and ultimate 
end of humanity, the only way to pursue the perfectibility which he 
discusses in the second Discourse*'—with a view of man as inherently 
individualistic and free, a view that logically required a voluntarist 
basis of political obligation to establish the legitimacy of any given 
political regime. Patrick Riley has argued that this tension was one 
between modernism and Rousseau’s attraction to ancient politics.” 
But it also displays the finer point of Rousseau's theory, his attempt 
to recognize individuals’ capacity for self-creation and agency within 
the context that humans are social beings. In this sense Rousseau is 
developing an entirely different concept of autonomy from that found 
in consent theory. It is a concept of the self that is embedded in rela- 
tionships, that cannot be abstracted or extracted from community. 
Rousseau thus serves as an appropriate model for a fuller, more com- 
prehensive conception of obligaton: not just a more consistent version 
of consent theory, as Pateman suggests, but a different conception 
altogether. 

Of course, in trying to realize the need for people to consent to the 
right things, Rousseau makes his fatal error in forcing people to con- 
sent—forcing them to be free—and thus seems to end up with an 
even greater paradox than we find in other social contract theorists. 


*Rousseau, The Origin of Inequality, in Cole, p. 59. 
5Ibid., p: 74. 
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What saves Rousseau from wholesale capitulation to the contradic- 
tions of Hobbes and Locke—though it also condemns him in the eyes 
of many to a worse sin, that of complete idealism—is the exacting 
standards he uses to define his political society. This, too, can help us 
understand the way in which he reconciles his individualism with 
communitarianism. Rousseau says, “Undoubtedly there is a universal 
justice emanating from reason alone; but this justice, to be admitted 
among us, must be reciprocal.”* There are standards of good that 
exist in nature, independent of human will. But these must be discov- 
ered, and moreover they must be instituted equitably, in order for them 
to have positive effect. That is, citizens must consent, but only to the 
“right” things, if they are to be morally free. Both conditions, of vol- 
untarism and virtue, must be present. 

The difficulty with this is apparent, and has been the source of 
much critical scorn. But Rousseau recognizes the difficulties. He as- 
serts that true freedom, or “moral” freedom—”obedience to a law 
which we prescribe to ourselves’“—is difficult to obtain and pre- 
serve; but since it is the most valued of all human possessions, it is 
worth our extreme vigilance. Once the majority becomes unable to 
see the general will, all hope of freedom is lost. But they will be no 
worse off than if they had never sought freedom in the first place, 
since all other political forms produce slavery anyway. 

Yet there is more to it than this. Rousseau had to construct a theory 
that he genuinely thought realizable, and his “Dedication to the Re- 
public of Geneva” which precedes his second Discourse conveys his 
belief that it was realizable, if not in fact already realized.* In trying to 
understand the connection between virtue and voluntarism, or natu- 
ral law and human choice, we must keep two things in mind. First, 


Rousseau, Du contrat social, p. 258: “Sans doute il est une justice universelle émanée 
de la raison seule; mais cette justice, pour étre admise entre nous, doit étre ré- 
ciproque.” Cole translates the final phrase as “must be mutual” (p. 191); Cress (Rous- 
seau, The Basic Political Writings, p. 160) translates “réciproque” as “reciprocal” but 
translates “doit étre” as “ought to be”; and although Ritter and Bonadella (Rousseau, 
Rousseau’ s Political Writings, p. 105) and Barker (1973, p. 201) translate the final phrase 
as “must be reciprocal,” I find their respective translations of the rest of the phrase 
rather awkward. I am particular about this passage because the added force of “must” 
over “ought” is important, and I believe that the idea of reciprocity captures the rela- 
tionship among Rousseau’s citizens more accurately than mutuality. Furthermore, 
whereas Rousseau may use reciprocity and mutuality somewhat interchangeably, | do 
not; see my discussion of these terms later in this chapter and in Chapter 6. 

“Social Contract, in Cole, p. 178. 

‘Alan Ritter and Julia Conaway Bondanella, in a footnote to their edition of the 
Discourse (Rousseau, Rousseau's Political Writings, p. 4.), hold that “as a description, the 
Dedication is very inaccurate, since eighteenth-century Geneva was an oligarchy, not 
the virtuous democracy Rousseau portrays. But, if read as a vision of what Geneva 
might become, should it follow his principles, the Dedication gives substance to Rous- 
seau’s conception of a legitimate state.” 
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for Rousseau, reason is not the natural faculty it is for Locke. Rather, 
it develops dialectically with the passions. That is, it is only when the 
state of nature approaches the state of war and people’s interests 
clash severely that people come to see the need for society and to 
agree on a social contract. Thus, people can understand the standards 
for virtue only after the passions have made natural compliance with 
them impossible.” Reason, then, develops only in a nonnatural con- 
text; hence, the justice it develops, though universal, is moral and 
artificial. As a moral value, justice must apply equally to all. It must 
be reciprocal, coming from all and applying to all. So these “natural” 
standards of political morality come to have a real existence only in 
the artificiality of political society; and furthermore, only in a specific 
kind of political society, where equality and reciprocity are the key- 
stones, can the good possibly evolve. Hence what we might call natu- 
ral law is as much a necessary condition of the general will as is vol- 
untarism; but it, too, is not a sufficient condition. 

The second—and to my mind, more important—factor is the egali- 
tarian genesis and structure of the social contract. In Rousseau’s for- 
mulation, equality is a vital aspect of any polity wielding legitimate 
authority, for “liberty cannot exist without it.”” Equality is not neces- 
sarily an end in itself as much as a means of promoting civil liberty 
and positive moral autonomy.* Reciprocity, mutuality, and equality 
lie at the heart of morality, justice, and freedom. Total impersonal 
alienation of each individual member's liberty to every other member 
of society makes the conditions of society the same for all. There is a 
reciprocal exchange of power. But this exchange also creates mutu- 
ality, a collective awareness that the good of each is tied to the good 
of all. Additionally, the legislative acts of the sovereign must be gen- 
eral in nature.” Laws may address themselves only to matters of com- 
mon concern, because particular concerns necessarily reflect particu- 
lar wills. Furthermore, since all laws must be universal, if a law 
singles out a specific group as the object of legislation, the basic 
equality and mutuality of the social contract are destroyed, for then 
some people are placed in a position of greater dependence, being 
subject to greater force than others. For a law to be impersonal, it 
must be universal. But a further condition required to ensure a law's 


*See especially Social Contract, in Cole, pp. 177-78 and The Origin of Inequality, in 
Cole, esp. pp. 77-83 and passim. See also Noone (1980), p. 164. Elshtain (1981) also 
argues that Rousseau’s epistemology differs from Hobbes‘s and Locke's in that Rous- 
seau unites passion and reason whereas Hobbes and Locke separate them. 

“Social Contract, in Cole, p. 204. 

Levine (1976), p. 167. 

“Social Contract, in Cole, p. 187. 
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impersonality, as defined by Rousseau, is that its operation must not 
lead to inequality, as opposed to merely applying unequally.” 

Of similar importance, of course, is economic equality. Rousseau 
does not say that every person must have identical resources but 
rather that “no citizen shall ever be wealthy enough to buy another, 
and none poor enough to be forced to sell himself.” This economic 
equality is necessary to true political equality, for it creates a similarity 
of political consciousness concerning the needs of the community and 
reduces, if it does not eliminate, the blind insensitivity of the haves to 
the have-nots by curbing unequal political advantage. Rousseau in- 
sists that “laws are always of use to those who possess and harmful 
to those who have nothing; from which it follows that the social state 
is advantageous to men only when all have something and none too 
much.”" Thus it is that equality is institutionalized, that moral and 
political freedom and obligation take the place of natural freedom and 
obligation. It is equality that is at the heart of the positive value of the 
social contract, the basic limit on the element of voluntarism found in 
Rousseau’s polity. 

If everyone has an identical political position, with equal power and 
relatively equal wealth, laws that must apply to all and are of general 
concern will affect all equally. If the laws truly affect everyone equally 
in a material sense, then a bad law—a law not in conformity with the 
general will—will affect everyone equally and will not stay in place 
for long. Thus the egalitarian structure Rousseau builds into his social 
contract would seem to provide safety mechanisms against particular 
wills and bad laws.” People will not have an interest in making a law 
that does injustice to others, for it would do injustice to themselves as 
well. This binds people together in reciprocal relationships. In think- 
ing of the good to himself, Rousseau says, each citizen thinks of the 
good to others and to the society as a whole. The participatory pro- 
cess thus places people in positions in which their interests and well- 


Noone (1980), pp. 37-38, makes this point as well. 

“Social Contract, in Cole, p. 204, p. 181 n. 1. 

It may be argued that this is true in only a limited sense. Laws. that make the 
prosecution of rape difficult, for instance, hurt women more than men. There are many 
ways to create laws that are general and universal in theory but discriminatory in prac- 
tice, as many critics of liberalism’s procedural due process and formal equality have 
argued. Rousseau was, of course, one such critic of formal equality, yet his theory fails 
to account for this problem. Indeed, Rousseau goes one worse in that those adversely 
affected by the law are not merely required to obey the law but are supposedly preserv- 
ing their freedom—or being forced to preserve it—through obedience to the law that 
discriminates against them. That is one reason why 1 believe Rousseau’s requirement of 
economic equality is so vital to the cogency of his theory: it reduces, if not eliminates, 
the possibility that a law can be discriminatory. It does not eliminate it because sexual 
inequality can exist where economic inequality does not (or does not seem to), and 
Rousseau particularly errs on this account. 
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being are inextricably bound up with those of others. The relations 
among those people, then, involve a shared understanding of one 
another's interests, mutual dependence on that understanding, and a 
recognition of the reciprocal nature of the political process in which 
all are involved. 

Most important, however, equality yields liberty. Equality is of 
course a necessary element of natural liberty. In The Origin of Inequal- 
ity Rousseau holds that as soon as relationships of dependence devel- 
oped, everyone became enslaved. When people leave the state of na- 
ture and form the social contract, this basic need for equality must 
carry over. Everyone must alienate his or her liberty totally, and to 
one another, thus creating the exact same position of power for all. 
Without equality, any agreement that is made will by definition favor 
one party over another, which is to say the agreement is auto- 
matically void. Rousseau’s contract, in contrast, achieves true free- 
dom—what he calls moral freedom—for the parties to the contract. If 
true freedom consists in obedience to self-prescribed laws, then a par- 
ticipatory democracy in which all the citizens are themselves the legis- 
jators is the only political form in which freedom is possible.® 

In this social contract, political obligation is basically rooted in obe- 
dience to civil or political laws. The motivation for obedience can be 
prudential (one obeys out of fear of punishment) or moral (one feels 
compelled to obey a law contrary to private interest when there is 
ample opportunity to break it with impunity). True political obliga- 
tion, however, must be moral rather than simply prudential, Rous- 
seau says, for the latter indicates a relationship of inequality and 
dominance that makes freedom impossible. Since moral obligation, 
like moral freedom, consists in obedience to self-prescribed laws, for 
political obligation to be moral, civil laws must be prescribed by those 
subject to them. In short, what is needed is a political system in 
which the people as a whole constitute the legislature. One can be 
morally and politically free in obeying a law for prudential reasons 
only if one is also part of a moral community that created or assented 
to the law. That is, individuals may disagree with particular laws and 
obey them only out of fear of sanctions. But since consent to the origi- 
nal contract is not only unanimous but express, even those who obey 
any particular law “only” for prudential reasons are in fact being 
forced to recollect and honor their freely made moral commitments to 
the community. They are thus being forced to obey their moral will, 
and hence to be free. It is only within such a context that we can also 


“This sense of “participatory democracy” comes from Pateman (1979, chap. 7), who 
argues that Rousseau differentiates between this and a direct democracy: 
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say that the general will is “right,” that voluntarism can be reconciled 
with virtue. 

Thus Rousseau'’s social contract is marked by very specific and sub- 
stantive values. Without equality and universal justice, consent or 
contract does not create obligations, moral or political, for there is no 
force of right behind the agreement. Without equality there is no free- 
dom; without equality there is thus no legitimate authority, and 
hence no obligation other than prudential, which of course places us 
back in a state of nature. These elements are all necessary if we are to 
make sense of the connections between consent and political right, or 
voluntarism and virtue. They minimize, if they do not eliminate, the 
possibility that citizens may consent to the wrong laws. Of course, as 
Rousseau himself points out, the problem with identifying equality as 
the fail-safe for this polity is that it presupposes that “the effect would 
have to become the cause; the social spirit, which should be created 
by these institutions, would have to preside over their very founda- 
tion; and men would have to be before laws what they should be- 
come by means of law.” 

The most immediate response Rousseau makes to this point is to 
provide the great Legislator, who can lead people out of themselves 
so that they can will the good. The Legislator is a problematic political 
fiction, one that Rousseau could have done without; but it points to a 
much more reasonable alternative that Rousseau also provides, 
namely, education. Education enables citizens to see the good so they 
can and do will it. Rousseau constantly makes reference to the fact 
that only people of a certain kind can ever possibly achieve moral 
freedom through his social contract, and one of the defining qualities 
is that they be educable. In Discourse on Political Economy, Rousseau 
claims: “There can be no patriotism without liberty, no liberty without 
virtue, no virtue without citizens; create citizens, and you have every- 
thing you need. . . . To form citizens is not the work of a day; and in 
order to have men it is necessary to educate them when they are 
children.” To make citizens, a certain kind of education must be pro- 
vided. People are not innately capable of perceiving and understand- 
ing the good; they must be taught how to perceive it. Political partici- 
pation itself has certain educative effects, as Pateman argues.” But 
Rousseau envisions a specific and carefully crafted education to form 
these citizens, and his explicit ideas on education are central to his 
theory. They are also central to my analysis, for although Rousseau’s 
theory of education does much to salvage the concept of the general 


“Social Contract, in Cole, p. 196. 
“Rousseau, Discourse on Political Economy, in Cole, p. 135- 
*Pateman (1979), chap. 7. 
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will and hence obligation, his ideas also reveal the most significant, 
and most often ignored, problem of Rousseau’s social contract: the 
inherent contradiction that women pose to politics. 


Education, Virtue, and Women 


Education, as it is outlined in Emile, can give men and women the 
necessary foundation on which to create and build virtuous political 
institutions. Reason creates strength in men; it provides firmness of 
resolve and clarity of sight that enables them to will the good or per- 
ceive and execute the general will. It is only from strength that virtue 
can develop; wickedness comes directly from weakness.” So the vir- 
tuous man must be strong, armed with the resolve that reason af- 
fords. He must be independent of the will of others, a person who 
considers the public good and then has the strength of his convictions 
to see that the public good is realized. Education is thus crucial to the 
making of good citizens. 

Yet the education that produces these good citizens is not only sex 
specific but premised on the exclusion of women from political partic- 
ipation and the public sphere. Jean-Jacques’s project is to teach Emile 
to be a virtuous man and a wise citizen, and a virtuous man must 
have at his side a virtuous wife. Yet the term virtuous is sex specific; it 
means independence, autonomy, and self-control for men but depen- 
dence, servility, and self-inhibition for women. The womanly virtues, 
like the manly virtues, serve the end of enhancing male freedom. 
More accurately, Sophie’s freedom is realized through the general will 
no less than Emile’s, but her role in achieving this realization is one of 
subservience and indirect manipulation rather than the direct legisla- 
tive action of citizenship. Thus in Emile we read that virtuous women 
“must first be exercised in constraint, so that it never costs them any- 
thing to tame all their caprices in order to submit them to the wills of 
others” (p. 369). If Emile is to be free by obeying a self-prescribed law, 
by controlling his desires and passions to the end of realizing his true 
will, it is Sophie’s job to make sure he is successful in this task; for 
only if her husband is virtuous can the general will be realized, can he 
be free, and thus can she be free. Rousseau makes women the guard- 
ians of morality, ready to “recharge” their husbands who come home 
from the Assembly demoralized by the passions of self-interest which 
are bound to surface whenever men debate the laws. The public 


“Rousseau, Emile: Or, on Education, p. 67. Subsequent references to this source will 
be cited in the text. 


The Problem of Women in Political Obligation 71 


sphere, while absolutely necessary to the realization of the highest 
ideals, also holds the greatest danger of corruption and vice. 

Thus privatized woman plays an essential (in both senses of the 
word) role in Rousseau’s construct. Not only is the kind of education 
boys receive different from girls’ education, and not only are feminine 
virtues different from the masculine, but these differences, and their 
different valuation, are necessary to the state. Furthermore, Rousseau 
separates the public and private spheres on parallel principles. The 
private obligations of women must derive from virtue just as much as 
the public obligations of men, though these two concepts of virtue 
differ along gender lines. Just as Rousseau seeks to create male citi- 
zens who can see the good and thus will consent to it, so he also 
creates women who will see the obligations of wife and mother as 
virtuous and consent to them. Sophie wants to be a good daughter 
and a virtuous wife; she thus listens to Jean-Jacques’s advice, she 
does what her parents tell her, she submits to Emile’s desire. There is 
a parallel between public and private. 

But there are specific reasons why it must always be women who 
are the guardians of morality and men who legislate, and these rea- 
sons display the inequality that Rousseau’s “separate but equal” ra- 
tionale is designed to mask. Rousseau asserts: “In everything not con- 
nected with sex, woman is man. . . in everything connected with sex, 
woman and man are in every respect related and in every respect 
different” (p. 357). This is an ambiguous notion, for whereas men 
have many important tasks to perform and many nonsexual areas of 
life in which they must be schooled, women are inextricably bound to 
their sexuality. “The male is male only at certain moments. The fe- 
male is female her whole life or at least during her whole youth. 
Everything constantly recalls her sex to her” (p. 361). Women are 
primarily sexual beings; their natures are almost animal-like in their 
enslavement to their sexual passions. (Indeed, they are worse than 
animals in that animals go through heat, while women constantly and 
continually desire sex.)* Women’s constant sexuality makes sexual 
relations at once vital and life-threatening to men; for in woman's 
ability to arouse men, she has the ability to enslave them. Rousseau 


“Rousseau says that for animals, “desires comes [sic] only with need. When the need 
is satisfied, the desire ceases. They no longer feign to repulse the male but really do so. 
_.. Instinct impels them, and instinct stops them.” In contrast, women have “unlim- 
ited desires to which . . . shame serves as a brake.” This shame, however, can be 
preserved only by social institutions that enforce the alleged naturalness of modesty: 
“Who could think that nature has indiscriminately prescribed the same advances to 
both men and women, and that the first to form desires should also be the first to show 
them? What a strange depravity of judgement!” Although “natural,” shame can easily 
be lost without the rigorous reinforcement of social relations. See Emile, pp. 358-59; see 
also Rousseau, Origin of Inequality, in Cole, p. 71. 
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paints this scene in fearful colors, equating sex with violence and dan- 
ger: “Her own violence is in her charms” (p. 358). 

Unconstrained women would overpower and control men, who 
“would see themselves dragged to death without ever being able to 
defend themselves” (p. 359). Not only is the lure of sex dangerous, 
threatening violence in its ability to enslave men, but so are women’s 
social manifestations of sexuality, namely “the modesty and the 
shame with which nature armed the weak in order to enslave the 
strong” (p. 358). Although God gave men “immoderate passions, He 
joins reason to these passions in order to govern them” (p. 359). 
Women, in contrast, control their “unlimited desires” not through 
reason but through shame. Where the animal's instinct of cyclical sex- 
ual desire fails to limit desire in women, the “instinct” of shame takes 
over. Yet even this is not sufficient. Shame imposes limits on 
women’s passion, but at the same time it is artfully used by women to 
stir men’s passions to greater heights and thus increase men‘s depen- 
dence on women. 

Because of the contrary forces of shame and desire, Rousseau says, 
women always repulse men’s sexual advances, but do so ambiva- 
lently, “not always with the same force, or consequently, with the 
same success” (p. 354). Rousseau’s views on rape are singularly mis- 
ogynist, for he basically asserts that a woman cannot be raped if she 
does not really wish to be. “For the attacker to be victorious, the one 
who is attacked must permit or arrange it; for does she not have 
adroit means to force the aggressor to use force? The freest and 
sweetest of all acts does not admit of real violence” (p. 354).” For 
Rousseau, women consent to sex even when they say no; indeed, 
women are constructed in such a way that their natural shame will 
always force them to say no, even as their natural desires indicate 
that they really mean yes. 

Women’s incapacitation concerning consent obviously poses prob- 
lems for their ability to participate in government and to form a social 
contract; but it is clear that Rousseau does not merely believe women 
to be inferior. Indeed, it is because Rousseau sees women as superhu- 
man that he must bring them to the level of subhumans in order to 
balance out and make them equal to men. The separate-but-equal ap- 
proach is once again a myth used by those who are afraid of losing 
power.” Hence one reason to deny women political power is that, in 

“Rousseau then asserts that the decrease in the incidence of reported rape in contem- 
porary times is due to the public’s increasing acknowledgment of women’s sexual na- 
ture and their “realization” of women’s wiles; it is “surely not because men are more 
temperate but because they are less credulous” (p. 360). 


Schwartz (1984) misses this point in his assertion that Rousseau grants separate-but- 
equal status to men and women. As Franklin (1974) suggests, “Jim Crow” laws are a 
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their uncontrolled state, they are “naturally” so much more powerful 
than men. Once women’s sexual power over men is gained, moral 
freedom for men is lost, for they no longer exert control over them- 
selves; they are subject to the cruel forces of nature. This is dangerous 
for men as well as women, Rousseau implies; men cannot realize the 
general will if they are subject to their passions. The obvious way to 
escape women is through activities and goals that men can pursue in 
arenas in which women cannot participate. At the same time, men 
must be allowed to express their sexual desires; they cannot be “un- 
manned.” The answer is a chaste yet sexually available wife, and it is 
not surprising that one of the principal features of Emile’s educa- 
tion—which is devoted to turning him into the ideal citizen—in- 
volves finding and marrying a virtuous woman. Only through a 
chaste marriage can he both express and control his desires and be a 
successful, virtuous citizen. Thus it is only after Emile and Sophie are 
engaged in Book V that Jean-Jacques can teach Emile the principles of 
the social contract (pp. 450-71). 

Thus women must be repressed so that men can know their true 
will, and politics becomes an institution built specifically to empower 
men against women. Yet it is not through the exercise of his own will 
that the man controls his desires but through the woman’s repression 
of her sexual attraction. Woman “ought to make herself agreeable to 
man instead of arousing him” (p. 358). She must repress her sexuality 
to free men and to serve them, for only in this way can she secure 
both her virtue and her husband’s. If women’s virtue—gained 
through sexual repression—is the key to men’s virtue, if men’s virtue 
is the linchpin to the general will, and if the general will is the key to 
the success of the egalitarian, participatory social contract, then it 
would seem that the oppression and repression of women is funda- 
mental to Rousseau’s polity. When Rousseau comments in The Social 
Contract that the liberty of his democracy may depend on slavery, 
perhaps we need not wonder exactly who Rousseau has in mind to be 
the slaves.” 

Education is crucial to Rousseau’s theory of political obligation, for 
through it he can literally create people who will consent to the right 
things. Equally crucial to both education and political obligation, 
however, is the public-private split and the exclusion of women from 
participation in legislation, the quintessential act of moral freedom. 


powerful example of this type of reasoning, and demonstrate the racial dimensions of 
Structural bias. See Eisenstein (1988) for an excellent discussion of difference, same- 
ness, and equality, particularly as they apply to gender. 

"Social Contract, in Cole, pp. 241-42. 
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Rousseau’s construction of the virtuous citizen and the virtuous polit- 
ical society indicates not only that women do not hold positions of 
equal political power but also that they cannot do so within this polity. 
Their possession of power would completely topple Rousseau’s con- 
struct. Rousseau’s sexism is deeply structural; women can never be 
allowed into the hallowed halls of the Assembly without threatening 
the entire structure. Only by appointing women the guardians of mo- 
rality, and by removing their naturally corrupting influence, can he 
guarantee that (male) citizens will recognize the general will. The defi- 
nition of obligation (or, more precisely, the absolute requirement of 
consent, for if Rousseau relied on political virtue alone as the basis for 
obligation and legitimacy he would not have to create such people, 
although he would have other problems to deal with) is thus once 
again premised on women’s exclusion from politics. 


The structural sexism of social contract theory ensures that the 
problem of political obligation remains unresolved and indeed cannot 
be resolved because it is built in to the epistemological framework of 
the theories. Specifically, in all of these theories the public-private 
split plays a central role in conceptualizations of man, woman, and 
political society, and it specifically resonates in the theories of obliga- 
tion. Although these theories attempt to reconcile the tension be- 
tween individualism and authority in a variety of specific ways— 
whether by notions of rational fiat, tacit consent, or the general will— 
all end up claiming that the (male) individual takes primacy over 
community and order. Yet the theories are constructed in such a way 
that governmental authority must logically, if not morally, take prior- 
ity over liberty. Such a resolution cannot be overtly stated, and in- 
deed must be masked through theoretical mechanisms such as tacit 
consent, because it contradicts the basic assumptions of individualism 
evident in the theorists’ ontologies. 

This contradiction is deepened even further by the feminist recog- 
nition that the separation and opposition of public and private is cen- 
tral to these liberal constructs. The fundamental discrepancy between 
public and private is symptomatic—and in turn partially causative— 
of a notion of human beings as atomistic and abstract. Through this 
overarching ontological premise the tension between such individuals 
and their need for social union is ultimately resolved by the separa- 
tion of authority, or the institutions that exercise it, from the arenas 
that are seen as particularly expressive of the (male) individual and 
(his) liberty. By asserting that man can achieve his essence only 
through independence and material possession, the consent theories 
of Hobbes and Locke lodge men inextricably in the private sphere; 
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and by saying that government is an umpire, created merely for the 
protection of property, they create a split between government and 
the rest of life. Men control all of their social relations. Government is 
one of those relations, and it exists wholly and solely to serve every 
man’s private interests. This division yields the reason why men must 
alienate part of their liberty to a government, to submit to the will of 
another in some matters. It is the most efficient way to protect prop- 
erty and to free men to continue their pursuit of their economic inter- 
ests.” 

Yet at the same time the private sphere is devalued, particularly in 
regard to women’s activities and interests, and this suggests a funda- 
mental puzzle over which sphere really does take priority. If govern- 
ment serves property, then public is secondary to private; yet 
women, who are wholly private, are devalued, and this suggests that 
public activity is more important. Rousseau, one might think, avoids 
this dichotomy by virtue of the fact that his is a participatory democ- 
racy: all citizens are also legislators. But his construction of the gen- 
eral will and political society is similarly premised on a very strict 
separation of public and private. By locating true virtue in the family, 
Rousseau too lodges male citizens’ essence in the private sphere. Yet 
men must express that essence through public activity if it is to have 
any meaning. Furthermore, this separation correlates to a division be- 
tween the sexes. The question who counts as a citizen in Rousseau’s 
supposedly egalitarian democracy is one that poses serious contradic- 
tions for his theory. 

Thus the public-private split is a function of and perpetuates a spe- 
cifically masculinist ontology and produces theories that reflect gen- 
der-biased values. In a stronger sense, it creates an entire world view 
that requires as its foundational premise the subjugation of women 
and their exclusion from the political. This world view entails a series 
of conceptual parameters for public and private, male and female, an 
entire epistemology that defines the world as we supposedly know 
it—the ideas we can use to frame our understanding of it, the lan- 
guage we can use to describe it. 

These deeper conceptual dimensions ensure that women’s relation 
to the liberal democratic state is not only one of historical contin- 
gency—or historically developed but presumably alterable attitudes 


7 realize that | must hedge a bit here with Hobbes. For Hobbes, the preservation of 
life itself was the purpose of the social contract. But of course civil society affords men 
better security in their lives in the context of their pursuit of private interests. Man is 
naturally acquisitive, and the pursuit of desired objects is important in Hobbes’s civil 
society. In the text I emphasize Locke's ideas and wording more than Hobbes’s because 
Locke has had a greater influence on the general consent theory; but that does not 
mean it is at odds with Hobbes’s theory. 
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toward women—but also one of epistemological structure. Women’s 
exclusion becomes part of the very concept of politics—and political 
obligation—itself, as the terms female and political are defined in oppo- 
sition to each other. This structural gender bias means that we cannot 
merely leave the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries behind when 
we talk about gender equality in the late twentieth century, for the 
contemporary conception of equal rights is built on the foundation of 
such exclusion and nonrecognition of women. Contemporary theory 
has inherited the bad genes of this bias as part of its basic makeup. 
The structural sexism of contemporary obligation theory is, as we 
shall shortly see, masked by ostensible improvements in contingent 
sexism, but, in a continuum of historical devolution, it is system- 
atically implicated and intertwined in the concepts these theories in- 
herit from the Enlightenment, 


CHAPTER TWO 


Contemporary Obligation Theory: 
Renewed or Recycled? 


THE PROBLEMS FACED by contemporary obligation theory are not 
readily identified as gender issues. Rather, the gender bias lies within 
a broader—and proportionately deeper—context of the conceptual 
framework inherited from the Enlightenment. Social contract theory, 
confronted with the problem women posed to the notion of free and 
equal natural beings, resolved that problem by its. political construc- 
tion of gender, as well as by its gendered construction of the political. 
Contemporary theory no longer has to wage that theoretical battle. It 
can merely take for granted a conceptual baggage that is packed so 
tightly that we lose track of what it contains. An understanding of the 
gender bias of contemporary obligation theory must therefore be en- 
tered through a discussion of what would appear to be gender-neu- 
tral problems. 

Thus, when we consider contemporary political theorists who have 
turned to consent theory as an object of analysis, we see that many 
problems, issues, and dilemmas of social contract theory are re- 
peated. For while ostensibly rejecting the idea of the social contract, 
modern theorists maintain a strong hold on the same assumptions of 
natural freedom and equality. These assumptions ensure that consent 
is in fact the only possible justification for political obligation, and 
once again this problem manifests itself in a tension between individ- 
uality and community, freedom and authority. Although we do not 
find state-of-nature theorizing in these works,’ freedom is still consid- 


'We do find counterparts, however, such as Rawls’s (1971) original position and Ac- 
kerman's (1980) scenario of founding a new society on a previously uninhabited planet. 
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ered the theoretical starting point. Indeed, whereas the early social 
contract theorists created the idea of the state of nature precisely to 
assert the centrality and naturalness of human freedom, modern the- 
orists no longer have to engage in such philosophical constructs: free- 
dom is the given, the starting point for philosophical reasoning. 

Taking freedom as given may seem significantly different from say- 
ing that it is natural; and indeed I wish to preserve the distinction 
between these two terms. But within contemporary theory the given- 
ness of freedom derives from the historical tradition of natural liberty, 
Original consent theory had to defend its starting assumptions about 
human freedom and equality, and did so by asserting their natural- 
ness; by contrast, modern theorists can take those assumptions for 
granted. Even in the literature on freedom the question to be ad- 
dressed is not whether individuals are (innately) free but how we 
define and identify freedom.’ 

At the same time, the theoretical importance of authority has not 
diminished either. Philosophical anarchism has few adherents. Most 
theorists seem to assume, almost as deeply as they assume the given- 
ness of freedom, that government is a necessity. Indeed, this assump- 
tion works in direct proportion to the assumption of freedom. That is, 
just as the original contract theorists’ claim for the need for a social 
contract stemmed from the need to assert humans’ innate freedom, so 
does the modern unspoken assumption of the need for authority 
stem from the unspoken assumption of the givenness of negative lib- 
erty. Naturally unconnected individuals who are concerned primarily, 
if not solely, with narrow self-interest are innately incapable of coex- 
isting without a government. These assumptions, like that of free- 
dom, are so fundamentally accepted by most contemporary theories 
of political obligation that they are not seen as needing defense. 

Yet in spite of these similarities, contemporary obligation theories 
are also in many ways quite different from one another. For purposes 
of the present discussion they can be separated into three groups. 
The first group takes on social contract theory directly and tries to 
resolve its dilemmas through the framework of consent theory, either 
by way of more rigorous adherence to its principles or through its 
modification to conform more directly to practice. The second group 
includes the work of theorists who try to provide an alternative to 
consent as the foundation for obligation but still seek to operate 


*Whether they are being denied the freedom that is their natural right is, of course, 
another question, one that is discussed in the philosophical literature; but even this 
question operates from an assumption that the “right” to freedom does exist “natu- 
rally.” See, for instance, Berlin (1971); the essays in Ryan (1979), esp. Charles Taylor, 
“What's Wrong with Negative Liberty?”; Taylor (1979b); and Flathman (1987). 
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within the parameters of liberal freedom and individualism. The third 
group attempts to move away from the liberal consent paradigm alto- 
gether. This last group, which provides the greatest potential for a 
feminist theory of obligation, considers the possibility of obligations 
as given, 


The Framework of Consent: Tussman, Simmons, and Pateman 


Those attempting to work within the framework of consent iron- 
ically provide its harshest condemnation, perhaps most directly sup- 
porting the claim that consent theory is basically untenable. This is 
most evident in one of the earliest contemporary books on obligation, 
Joseph Tussman’s Obligation and the Body Politic. He declares that con- 
sent is necessary for “membership” in the state and at the same time 
points out “that many native ‘citizens’ have in no meaningful sense 
agreed to anything.” This presents a serious problem of “shrinkage.” 
But democratic principles, which lie at the heart of consent theory, 
will not allow the community of citizens to be exclusive and elitist. 
Thus, ideal and practice collide along parallel lines with freedom and 
authority: “If it is insisted that only those who have consented are 
members of the body politic then the body politic may shrink 
alarmingly. But if all—those who have not consented as well as those 
who have—are regarded as members, then consent cannot be taken 
as a necessary condition of membership.” Tussman resolves this di- 
lemma by calling nonconsenters “political child-brides” who are obli- 
gated without their consent, like “minors” whose “period of tutelage 
and dependence is unduly prolonged.” They may be considered the 
modern counterpart to Locke's tacit consenters, although Tussman 
denies that such citizens tacitly consent, since all consent, tacit or ex- 
press, must be given “knowingly.”* 

Yet Tussman’s formulation obviously demonstrates many of the 
problems of Locke’s earlier approach. It presupposes that the state 
consented to by those who can consent is in fact a “good” state, and it 
further presupposes that what these “trustees” consider to be a good 
state is not only desirable but essential. Just as Tussman’s initial state- 
ment that obligation is consensual reflects his unquestioned assump- 
tion about the freedom and independence of all humans, so does his 
“resolution” reflect the equally strong and unquestioned assumption 
that the state is necessary for these humans’ survival. 


*Tussman (1960), p. 36. 
‘Ibid,, p- 37- 
‘Ibid., p. 36. 
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Given Tussman’s resolution, it is curious that he wishes to retain 
the centrality of consent: some people, at least, must consent to the 
state for it to be legitimate. Yet, as I demonstrated in my discussion of 
Locke, the characterization of this construct as founding legitimacy in 
consent is disingenuous at best. The severity of the conflict between 
individual freedom and governmental authority and the blatancy of 
Tussman’s solution reflect the depth of his acceptance of these con- 
flicting assumptions. Binding citizens nonvoluntarily within a scheme 
that is nonetheless proclaimed to be voluntarist is the only possible 
way to resolve this tension. Or perhaps more precisely it is the only 
way to maintain the illusion that these inherently opposed assump- 
tions are reconcilable. 

For A. John Simmons, in contrast, this tension is entirely dismissed 
by his rejection of the idea of inalienable rights and his strict hold on 
consent. Rather than modifying consent theory to meet practical con- 
siderations, Simmons urges a stricter adherence to the principles of 
consent, even if this leads to the conclusion that political obligations 
do not exist. For Simmons, the basic assumption of consent theory is 
that people have a natural right to freedom that can be transferred 
only by a conscious and deliberate action, and moreover, that it is 
always transferred by such an act: that is, consent is both necessary 
and sufficient to obligation. Any other consideration such as inalien- 
able rights presents a limitation on consent and “smacks of a paternal- 
ism that consent theorists, above all others, have opposed.”* He criti- 
cizes equally the Lockean doctrine of tacit consent and Rawls’s theory 
of fair play as inconsistent with the tenets of individualism and free- 
dom on which they lie; neither theory provides for true voluntarism 
but rather exact obedience from citizens against their will. 

This claim might be undermined by the fact that Simmons does 
allow that benefaction can generate obligations as well, as long as five 
conditions hold: the benefit must be the result of “some special effort 
or sacrifice”; it must be generated voluntarily; it must not be forced on 
the beneficiary; the recipient must want the benefit (or “would want 
[it] if certain impairing conditions were corrected”); and he or she 
must not object that it is provided by this particular benefactor.’ In 
allowing for “impairing conditions” (he uses the example of alcohol- 
ism), Simmons may seem to be thrown back onto Locke’s tacit con- 
sent, which he so severely criticizes, as a possible basis for obligation. 
Yet Simmons allows for the legitimacy of such conditions only if the 
other criteria are met. Thus, I might have an obligation to a good 
friend who heroically rescued me from dying as a result of my drink- 


*Simmons (1979), p. 68. 
‘Ibid., pp. 176-79. 
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ing, but I would seem to incur no obligation to someone | detested for 
doing the same thing, nor would I be obligated to anyone who merely 
prevented me from driving while intoxicated because such action 
does not entail any “sacrifice” or “special effort.” The conditions Sim- 
mons requires seem to preserve the voluntary character of such trans- 
actions and so are much more in keeping with the individualism of 
consent theory than Locke’s argument from tacit consent. 

Indeed, in his commitment to individualism Simmons offers a 
highly consistent reading of consent theory, one that reveals the un- 
avoidable logical outcome of the tenets of that theory: if obligations 
exist by virtue of consent and contract, if individuals are truly inde- 
pendent, free, and equal, then there can be no such thing as an in- 
alienable right, for that would undermine the ability of individuals to 
direct (or even end) their lives. Simmons believes all rights are alien- 
able, for only in this way can respect for individual sovereignty be 
preserved. He thus concludes that no theory of obligation fully re- 
spects consent, and no state can truly provide for it. That is, he recog- 
nizes the contradiction between freedom and authority within liberal- 
ism. But rather than gleaning from this that there is something 
inherently flawed about liberalism, he concludes that political obliga- 
tion simply does not exist, although there may be other justifications 
for exacting obedience from citizens. To Simmons, the idea of com- 
munity is mistaken, for the individual's negative liberty is of primary 
importance. Thus to the degree that liberal theory tries to save com- 
munity, it contradicts itself. His discussion of inalienable rights re- 
veals that individualism comes at the expense of community. And 
according to the compelling logic of Simmons’s convincing argument, 
this conclusion is neither radical nor extreme; in fact, it is the only one 
consistent with the tenets of consent theory. 

But this merely highlights the problematic nature of a completely 
voluntarist conception of obligation. Simmons draws the conclusion 
he does because he adopts the consent theorists’ assertion of natural 
freedom. If we begin from such premises, then the problem is inher- 
ently irresolvable. Indeed, the only possible response is the one Sim- 
mons gives us: to dissolve the dilemma rather than to try to wring out 
its resolution. Yet the inadequacy of such premises and their resulting 
conclusion is apparent, particularly in Simmons’s views on inalien- 
able rights. Inalienable rights are important to Locke's attempt to rec- 
oncile the tensions between preserving the negative liberty of individ- 
uals who might consent to all sorts of things and the order and 
authority over beings who have conflicting interests. Simmons, how- 
ever, believes that such a doctrine compromises the idea of consent, 
which requires that all rights be alienable: “Why, for instance, should 
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a man not be free to enslave himself if he so desires, or to allow 
another to rightfully take his life?” Invoking Hobbes’s claim that the 
object of all voluntary acts must be “some good to [my]self,” Sim- 
mons asks, “Might it not be ‘some good to me’ to trade my right of 
self-defense to my best friend for $100, knowing that he would never 
try to harm me even though he had the right?” 

From the perspective of radical individualism this may sound plau- 
sible, but in the context of relationships it is absurd. I may say the 
words “I give up my right to self-defense” when I receive the money, 
but that in itself does not necessarily mean that a right is transferred. 
If this friend will never harm me, then obviously she does not want 
the right and will not take it. No agreement would exist, and hence 
no transfer. She might permit me to say the words “I transfer the 
right” and nod, humoring me, simply to allow me to save face be- 
cause I need the money and despise charity. But the simple expres- 
sion of the words does not constitute the transfer. She is not paying 
me for the right if she has no desire to exercise it; she is paying me for 
some other reason (for example, I need the $100). But if she were spe- 
cifically buying my right to self-defense, then there would be good 
reason to assume that she wanted it for a purpose, and hence no 
reason at all to assume that she would never harm me. By abstracting 
the actions of this exchange from intention, thought, and a realistic 
understanding of the relationship between best friends, Simmons has 
offered an implausible example that does not resolve the dilemma he 
faces. 

Other hypothetical examples that might support the abandonment 
of inalienable rights are equally problematic. One can imagine situa- 
tions in which slavery might be beneficial, say if one’s economic or 
social situation as a “free” person was worse than it would be as a 
slave. Or a woman who cannot otherwise feed her children might 
“choose” to be a prostitute, and even further “consent” to a pimp’s 
controlling her business. But the conditions that certain people—peo- 
ple of color, women, the poor, the uneducated, the very young and 
old—endure as not-slaves clearly does not justify consensual slavery, 
for such conditions involve coercive effects on the consenter. In con- 
senting to slavery, one must have someone to consent to. There must 
be a potential master, and such widely divergent class differentials 


‘Ibid. p. 68. 1 am not sure that Simmons would actually require that we be able to 
assess objectively that all choices I make yield some good to myself. | could completely 
destroy myself because I feel totally worthless, and that is a choice 1 should be free to 
make, according to Simmons. Yet Simmons also allows for “paternalistic” interference, 
such as preventing an alcoholic friend from drinking, because such people are not 
necessarily thinking rationally. Passages such as this support the claim that Simmons 
adheres to Hobbes’s rational egoism. 
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themselves suggest unjust distributions of power. The individuals are 
in what might be called unfair bargaining positions, the result of in- 
equalities in power that systematically inhibit some people’s ability to 
consent in the theoretically consistent and politically meaningful way 
that consent theory logically requires. This is antithetical to both the 
historical roots and the conceptual heart of liberalism, which lie in the 
notion that all “should start from equal situations and with equal ad- 
vantages, as horses do on the turf.” 

Indeed, Simmons’s acontextual and abstract notions of the individ- 
ual and consent are possible only if one assumes equal bargaining 
positions. If all are in a position of true equality, then there is little 
reason to assume that the words “I consent to be your slave” auto- 
matically reflect coercion. Yet women, minorities, and other excluded 
groups do not have the same power as economically privileged white 
males to control or even shape their context. They exist in a culture 
created by certain privileged minorities, and this places them in an 
unfair bargaining position owing to the changeable structuring of so- 
cioeconomic conditions. For example, victims of physical abuse such 
as battered women have far less control over their environment than 
do their abusers: violence, fear, and shame restrict their movements, 
their life plans, their self-concept. A woman who was born to abusive 
parents and has no other conception of life is at a distinctly unfair 
disadvantage owing to the unjustified use of power by other people. 
Such a position can readily be seen to detract severely from her self- 
creative ability, both psychologically (what I think I can do, what | 
think I am) and politically (my position in the world, the power allot- 
ted to me). Such a woman is likely to seek out an adult relationship 
with an abusive male (who may himself have been similarly abused 
as a child, and indeed may seek to reassert control over his world by 
being abusive). Certainly the point in counseling battered women is 
to help them become aware of their and their abusers’ patterns of 
behavior and reject a self-image of worthlessness. But a woman who 
is not afforded such treatment and support, or who is not responsive 
to it, and who then returns to an abusive mate cannot be said thereby 
to “consent” to her abuse.” 

The assumption that all people start off formally equal is funda- 
mental to Locke’s approach to obligation through the state of nature 
as well, but he at least implicitly recognizes concrete inequality 


*David Williams, Lectures on Education (1789), cited in Kramnick (1990), p. 12. The 
theme of starting equal in the race of life is one that Kramnick traces particularly in the 
adaptation of early liberalism to eighteenth-century America. 

“The fact that both battered women and their batterers are likely to have been vic- 
tims of child abuse neither excuses nor alters the fact that it is women who are gener- 
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among citizens and provides at least minimal protection in the provi- 
sion of inalienable rights. Locke’s conceptual contention—that some- 
one who says “I consent to be your slave” is not consenting but is 
doing something else that may seem like consent—could very well 
reflect an implicit psychopolitical analysis of power relationships; that 
is, he could mean that anyone who says “I consent to be your slave” 
is being forced, at least by circumstances, into such a position and 
does not freely, truly consent. As Hobbes says about someone who 
consents to die, “He is not to be understood as if he meant it, or that 
it was his will; but that he was ignorant of how such words and ac- 
tions were to be interpreted.” 

For Locke, a belief in God gave rise to the idea of inalienable rights. 
One cannot transfer one’s right of self-preservation because one’s life 
is not one’s own but is God’s property, But it is the same implicit 
recognition of the inadequacy of consent theory when applied to real 
people in liberal societies that has caused many contemporary con- 
sent theorsts to retain the concept of inalienable rights. If the social 
contract is necessary to continued existence and to legitimacy, but not 
everyone can be allowed the opportunity to consent, then the provi- 
sion of a set of absolutes to protect nonconsenters is one way around 
the problem, for these absolutes provide limits on what express con- 
senters—or Tussman’s trustees—can consent to; they ensure that the 
government that is consented to actually deserves consent. 


ally abused in adult relationships and men who are generally the abusers. There are 
many reasons and some controversy about why battered women stay with abusive 
mates, or why they return if they are successful in escaping to a shelter. Gelles (1976), 
Walker, (1979), Martin (1976). Women often report that they could not leave the house 
for help because of feelings of shame about bruises and markings. This tendency may 
be less a product of feelings of deservedness, however, than of learned helplessness; 
that is, the depression that arises in the victim as a result of repeated abuse leads her to 
perceive her actions as ineffective and therefore fails to try. Eventually this decreases 
her actual ability to respond in a self-protective manner. See Walker (1984), Giles- 
Simms (1983). 

The presence of children adds an extra dimension, of course, Many battered women 
may be unable to support their children, and therefore may be economically dependent 
on their abusive spouses. In addition, escape is more difficult when a woman has 
children; she dare not leave them behind, but taking them can pose extra difficulties. 
Finally, the impact of fear should not be underestimated. Giles-Simms (1983) notes that 
approximately half the battered women in her study reported a repetition of violence 
after they had left the women’s shelter. The figure was higher for women who re- 
turned to the same abusive male after leaving the shelter (57 percent), but even among 
women who broke from the abusive relationship and found a new place to live, 44 
percent were sought out by the rejected male and raped or otherwise assaulted. Al- 
though these figures indicate that battered women who return to their relationships are 
at greater risk, the fear of future violence could induce women not to press criminal 
charges, and even to return home, for fear of retaliation. 

"Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 192. 
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Thus a doctrine of inalienable rights is crucial to adapting social 
contract and consent theory to the inequality encoded into social rela- 
tionships in modern liberal society. To abandon inalienable rights is 
to abandon a feature that makes the theory politically tenable, and 
Simmons’s rejection of this doctrine demonstrates an elitism and a 
blindness to real inequalities of power that makes his theory severely 
problematic. Yet within the logical framework of consent it is Sim- 
mons, not Locke, who is consistent and theoretically correct: if obliga- 
tions exist by virtue of consent and contract, if individuals are truly 
independent, free, and equal, then there can be no such thing as an 
inalienable right. But this conclusion merely brings us face to face 
with the moral, political, and philosophical inadequacy of consent 
theory. Simmons’s extreme emphasis on individualism is completely 
consistent with consent theory, but it is possible only at the expense 
of community. Rather than challenging the way the two conflicting 
notions of individual and community are conceptualized, he dis- 
misses the latter out of hand. 

Carole Pateman rejects such an unquestioning embrace of individu- 
alism yet similarly criticizes consent theory for providing not true vol- 
untarism but only a “voluntarist gloss.” For Pateman the problem is 
not consent theory per se but its specifically liberal democratic formu- 
lation and institutions. Tying philosophical considerations to an em- 
pirical understanding of politics, she compares theories of consent 
with the practices of democracy, such as voting and civil disobedi- 
ence. She finds not only that liberal democratic societies fall short of 
the theory but also that the theories themselves misconceive consent, 
primarily because of premises of abstract individualism. Naturally 
free and equal individuals cannot incur obligations without consent- 
ing to them; but then the basis for the state is unstable, for consent 
can be withdrawn at any time. To forestall this possibility, she main- 
tains, liberal theorists do not allow for genuine consent but rather 
create myths of consent to hide the reality of coercion. 

For example, Pateman argues that voting is often offered by theor- 
ists as the means by which citizens actively assume political obliga- 
tion. Yet the consensual elements of voting are frequently inferred, 
and this presents a problem of circularity. By voting, one consents to 
the general form of a government; one recognizes the legitimacy of 
the political process by partaking in it. Thus, regardless of the fact 
that the proposal or candidate one votes for is not the one that passes 
or is elected to office, one is still obligated by consent to obey that law 
or to respect the official actions of that representative. This logic leads 


“Pateman (1979), p. 120 and passim. 
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to the ludicrous conclusion that someone who voted for the Commu- 
nist party candidate in the 1988 presidential election consented to 
George Bush’s authority. If voting involves consent no matter what 
one votes for, does the practice of voting offer any opportunity for 
dissent? One could simply not vote. Such an action could, in the 
(non)voter’s mind, indicate discontent with the existing structure. Yet 
it is also claimed, to the contrary, that abstention from voting signifies 
a basic contentment with the status quo. Furthermore, it is argued, by 
failing to exercise one’s political voice one must thereby be content 
with the decision of those who do vote. If one forgoes one’s supposed 
opportunity to affect the system, then one gives up any right to com- 
plain about the outcome the system produces. Whether one votes or 
not, then, it seems one consents, and this consent begins to look 
more like acquiescence at best. To retain a consistent relationship be- 
tween consent and voting, “citizens must be able to decide when to 
assume an obligation and their own judgement must decide its con- 
tent.” 

Yet Pateman also asserts that social context and political education 
may reveal that there are some things to which we ought not consent, 
as well as things to which we should consent. Her solution is a 
Rousseauist participatory democracy, which would provide for such 
true consent and resolve the tensions between free choice and know- 
ing what are the “right” things to consent to. Yet in making this argu- 
ment she falls prey to the very problems for which she criticizes lib- 
eral consent theory. Pateman advocates Rousseau’s model because he 
provides for true egalitarian consent. Liberalism fails to recognize that 
the capacities of reflection, critical thinking, and reasoning—which it 
touts in theory—must be and are learned within particular societies. 
Rousseau, in contrast, rejects the idea of natural reason in favor of a 
highly social and contextual account of political society, freedom, and 
equality." 


Ibid., p. 18; see also Piven and Cloward (1988), esp. chap. 1. Similarly, civil disobe- 
dience entails a willingness to be punished by the state, and hence a tacit recognition of 
its authority even as one protests its actions. Pateman (1979), pp. 58-59; Thoreau, Civil 
Disobedience, pp. 415-47. See also Scales (1989) for a discussion of the ways in which 
civil disobedience is robbed of its public, political character by being characterized as an 
act of “personal” conscience. 

“I wish to register a disagreement with Pateman on this point in relation to Locke. 
Although the idea of natural rationality is extremely problematic, and I reject it, that 
does not entitle us to ignore the consistency of Locke's assertions in this regard. The 
qualities that are learned in Rousseauist society are to a large extent the same qualities 
Locke insists God gives men naturally. Critical reflection, reason, and rationality are 
God-given abilities; they are part of the divine order of nature. It would thus be point- 
less for God to create beings who could neither discern nor follow this divine order. It 
is this that justifies the understanding of freedom as existing within the laws of nature, 
as I argued in Chapter 1. Lockean men are as capable of reason as Rousseauist men, 
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Pateman would probably reject my claim that she is offering a more 
consistent consent theory. She is critical of consent theory because it 
merely provides citizens with the ability to say yes or no (and some- 
times not even that) to governmental policies and actions without 
having any influence over the content of those actions. She argues 
that the meaning of consent presupposes that someone else has de- 
termined the substance of what one will (or will not) consent to. This 
is fundamentally different from a promise, she would hold, because 
one can negotiate and fine-tune the content of a promise before actu- 
ally making it. Pateman is attracted to a Rousseauist participatory de- 
mocracy because it provides for more genuine individual participation 
and choice, as citizens have a role in deciding what the content of 
their obligations is, what it is that they will or will not consent to. 
Indeed, she seems to hold that what Rousseauist participatory demo- 
crats practice is not mere consent at all, however meaningful that con- 
sent might be, but something much richer and much closer to the 
actual practice of promising. 

Nevertheless, I see her account of Rousseau as the fully developed 
ideal of consent theory. If the promise is the paradigm of social con- 
tract theory, then theoretically the social contract allows individuals to 
negotiate the terms of the contract. That those terms seem preset in 
Hobbes’s and Locke’s theories attests to their belief that their pro- 
posed contracts are the only ones that anyone could conceivably wish, 
if they were rational enough. But Rousseau is just as convinced as 
Hobbes and Locke that he has the right answer, and the content of 
Rousseau’s social contract is just as predetermined as theirs. That citi- 
zens supposedly have more active participation in forming the social 
contract and legislation is part of what justifies the more overt coer- 
cion of “forcer d'être libre,” which is actually no more or less coercive 
than Hobbes’s rational fiat or Locke’s tacit consent. 

But, as I argued earlier, if Rousseau offers the only theoretically 
consistent version of consent, he also offers one that is not self-con- 
tained, a concept of consent that is situated. Rousseau’s approach to 
obligation is really an attempt to understand legitimacy. This fact 
helps open up his theory to other sources of obligation besides con- 
sent. Consent theory bases legitimacy on obligation, which derives 


although since each begins from different premises about human nature, each develops 
a different perspective on exactly what rational beings will consent to. In a sense, Pate- 
man may fall into her own conceptual argument by defining rationality in a way that 
allows only for Rousseau’s account, as if his account were unproblematic. | believe that 
it is inequality of wealth among citizens, and not (just) of rationality, that causes Locke 
to develop his notion of tacit consent. See Pateman (1979), pp. 25-26. 
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from consent. Rousseau based consent on legitimacy, which founded 
obligation, Pateman is correct to distinguish between the hypothetical 
and tacit consent of Locke and the actual, unanimous consent of 
Rousseau. Nor do I wish to diminish the importance of Rousseau’s 
assertion that consent must be actual and unanimous to form the so- 
cial contract. But ultimately for Rousseau citizens consent because the 
state is legitimate. It is vital to remember that the contract Rousseau 
lays before us—just as Hobbes and Locke declare of their own 
models—is the only one that will yield freedom. It includes some defi- 
nite and particular procedural criteria, but, moreover, it revolves 
around some very positive substantive values. Thus Rousseau creates 
a conception of consent that shifts our focus to what is consented to, 
to the outcome of consent rather than the procedure. By focusing on 
the unanimous and express character of Rousseau’s consent, Pateman 
attends precisely to the procedural aspects and minimizes the role of 
substance. 

Pateman recognizes the complexity of these issues; she discusses 
how we can be subject to our obligations and at the same time supe- 
rior to them. But she glosses over many of the deeper problems posed 
by the general will, and she further emphasizes voluntarist features at 
the expense of considering Rousseau’s emphasis on natural law and 
virtue. She thus maintains that the tensions I have discussed still 
make Rousseau a consent theorist, and she still holds that the state is 
legitimate because citizens consent to it. In reality, however, such ar- 
guments show how untenable consent theory is. If consent theory is 
stated in theoretically consistent form, as Pateman argues it is in 
Rousseau’s theory, then it can be realized only in a society that is 
virtually impossible to achieve, or at least one that requires absolute 
obedience. Consent theory also, as I have shown, depends on the 
subjection and exclusion of women, a point Pateman herself has come 
to recognize in her later work.” If it is to accommodate actual political 
societies, however, as liberal consent theory develops it, with people 
who might consent to all sorts of bad things, then the powerless— 
such as women, workers, the poor, racial minorities—become bound 
against their will, and the practice starkly contradicts the theoretical 
values it is supposed to embody. Either way, Rousseau does not offer 
us the definitively democratic and sound theory of consent that Pate- 
man would like it to be. At best he may offer us insight into how we 


See Pateman (1985), and essays in Pateman (1989). In some of these she explicitly 
criticizes her 1979 argument and seems almost to retract it, in spite of its 1985 reissue. 
See particularly Pateman (1988), where she engages a more radical critique of social 
contract theory based on women’s. political and social position. I discuss this topic in 
the final section of this chapter. 
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should redefine consent and voluntarism in such a way that they are 
reconcilable with the idea of political virtue.” 


The Search for Alternate Foundations: Rawls, Flathman, and Walzer 


Like Pateman, most other recent theorists of political obligation os- 
tensibly reject an unquestioning embrace of individualism. They at- 
tempt to make genuine resolutions that accommodate both individu- 
alism and authority. But because of the assumptions of extreme indi- 
vidualism that underlie consent theory—assumptions that Simmons 
makes most clear—these efforts to dig us out merely mire us in more 
deeply. For instance, John Rawls tries to evade the dilemmas of con- 
sent and to reconcile individual and community through his theory of 
“fair play.” Under the principle of fair play, obligation turns on the 
fact that one accepts benefits within a cooperative scheme. “The main 
idea is that when a number of persons engage in a mutually advan- 
tageous cooperative venture according to the rules, and thus restrict 
their liberty in ways necessary to yield advantages for all, those who 
have submitted to these restrictions have a right to a similar acquies- 
cence on the part of those who have benefitted from their submission. 
.. . All obligations arise in this way.”” Rawls views society—at least 
as it would be formed under the two principles of justice—as such a 
scheme, 

The two major elements of this theory are that individuals cannot 
merely passively receive benefits but must actively accept them, and 
that the venture itself must be just, or in accordance with the two 
principles of justice. The first principle—that benefits must be volun- 
tarily accepted—demonstrates Rawls’s desire to ground obligation in 
the free will and actions of citizens. Whereas duties can be natural, 
obligations must be self-assumed; and if they are self-assumed, there 
must be some indication that the individual, in expressing free will, 
agrees to go along with the scheme. The passive receipt of benefits 
that cannot be avoided, Rawls indicates, cannot create obligations: 


I say “at best” not because this insight is insignificant but because—as evidenced by 
my earlier discussion of Rousseau—I am not entirely convinced anymore that Rous- 
seau really offers this insight. Perhaps one could say, as Pitkin suggests in reference to 
Locke, that consent for Rousseau is an important aspect of the state to which people 
should or would consent, and it is an important quality of a legitimate regime, but it is 
not the ultimate ground of obligation. 

Rawls (1971), p. 112. Rawls’s (1964) theory of fair play was later renamed the princi- 
ple of fairness in Rawls (1971), but they are basically the same theory. | prefer his term 
“fair play” because it distinguishes his formulation from a more general use of the 
word fairness, and also because other theorists such as Simmons adopt the “fair play” 
terminology. 


90 Rethinking Obligation 


obligations are, by definition, voluntaristic. For instance, if the people 
in my town decide to build a new well, I have an obligation to help 
build it if I intend to draw water from it. But if the water comes out of 
my tap and I cannot avoid this benefit, I do not have an obligation of 
fair play. 

The requirement of a self-conscious action undertaken knowingly 
and willingly puts obligation on a highly individualistic foundation. 
Citizens can withdraw from the “cooperative scheme”—that is, politi- 
cal society—merely by not “accepting” benefits. They can receive 
benefits that cannot be avoided, but as long as they do not voluntarily 
take avoidable or “open” benefits, they would seem able to withdraw 
from society, to have no obligation to obey the laws of that society (or 
at least the laws relevant to the benefits they refuse), As Richard 
Flathman says, Rawls’s theory appears to give citizens a “veto power” 
over their obligations." To this extent the anarchist problems of con- 
sent theory are not resolved. 

Yet are there not some differences between acceptance of benefits 
and consent? Simmons seems to think so. He points out that in the 
well-digging scheme, for instance, a citizen who refused to participate 
in the scheme could still sneak out at night and steal water. This citi- 
zen could even go “to the well during the day, taking the water while 
shouting, ‘Don’t think this means I’m coming into your stupid 
scheme! I'll never consent to share the burdens of this enterprise!’ 
Certainly under those conditions,” Simmons asserts, “to call the tak- 
ing of the water a consensual act would be ludicrous.”” 

Simmons, however, overstates the force of his claim. People can 
break their promises just as easily as they can “free-ride,” so such a 
tirade in itself is not sufficient to establish that the action of taking 
water does not constitute consent. In many ways accepting the water 
can be seen as constituting consent to the scheme, particularly given 
the strong voluntarist criteria that surround Simmons’s definition of 
acceptance. The person he describes (“Jones”) may say that he does 
not consent. But to base our understanding of consent entirely on 
what an individual claims to be doing rather than on what she is 
actually doing presupposes a radically individualist perspective on 
consent. Obviously there is a reductive danger here, for such argu- 
ments are used against women who “cry rape.” But the point is that 
words as well as actions exist in larger contexts, and patriarchal con- 
texts largely shape the meaning of female rape victims’ experience. 
Simmons’s well, in contrast, presents no such dilemma to Jones be- 


‘SFlathman (1972), p. 287, 
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cause he has every opportunity to make a genuine choice about the 
water (if he did not have such choices, then he would only be receiv- 
ing a “closed” benefit and the problem would not arise). So we could 
point out to Jones that nobody is forcing him to take the water; we 
could remind him of his reasons for refusing to join the scheme and 
argue that his actions indicate a retraction of those reasons; and we 
would be correct in calling him a free rider and in demanding that he 
make some sort of restitution, such as monetary payment, for the 
water he takes. In Simmons’s own words, we could argue that by 
taking the water, Jones “implies” consent (something Simmons dis- 
tinguishes from tacit consent). Given his actions, it would be “hope- 
lessly stupid” to say that he is withholding consent to the scheme.” 
But why is this argument even necessary? Indeed, why is active 
acceptance of benefits necessary? Why cannot mere receipt of benefits 
obligate? If I cannot avoid the benefits of clean water—let us say that 
instead of coming from the well, the clean water comes out of the 
tap—is it not possible that its provision may generate some obligatory 
force? After all, if I need the benefit, it makes no sense for me to try to 
refuse it. Such a refusal indicates on my part an attempt to withdraw 
from my society completely, to be the mythical isolated individual. 
(Indeed, why cannot Rawls invoke his concept of the original position to 
determine what individuals in a position of equality want, and define 
acceptance not by the desires of unequal people in the real world but 
by the preferences of rational beings behind the veil of ignorance?) 
For instance, say the main wage earner in family A loses her job. 
Families B, C, and D go out of their way to aid family A, which has 
six children, by having them over to dinner frequently or bringing 
them food, by giving the children a lift from school when they pick 
up their own, by letting A use their phone when they can no longer 
afford their own, and so forth. Members of A, in turn, may mow B's 
lawn without prior consent, do the tailoring for C’s new drapes, pro- 
vide after-school supervision for D’s children. These are not formal 
exchanges so much as a give and take arising from feelings of indebt- 
edness, gratitude, loyalty. A context of relationships of give and take 
allows for the passage of benefits from B, C, and D to A, and this 
context disables A from saying, “I didn’t ask for your help, so I don’t 
owe you a thing.” If people adopted the fair play perspective which 
focuses on acceptance—or if it were the case that fair play actually 
characterized our dealings—relationships like these could not go on. 
If A merely received and received without some attempt at return 
(and the return would not necessarily need to be commensurate in 
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many cases), the relationships would not last long. As a result, A's 
survival would be more difficult and would perhaps result in drastic 
consequences (such as in their having to sell the house, being forced 
to move, perhaps even breaking up the family). 

One response to my description could be that such exchanges are 
not really accounts of obligations. These people choose to make these 
exchanges, and they may feel all sorts of magnanimous or petty 
things about them, but that does not mean they have obligations. If a 
person makes a return on benefits merely received, she does so be- 
cause she wants to, and wanting to do so precludes obligation, which 
is a requirement to do what one would not ordinarily want to do. 
Such a response, however, involves a denial of the complex inter- 
workings of relationships in the interest of a “clean” theory. That is, it 
constructs theory (and examples to fit the theory) that purposely ex- 
clude such murky examples as this one for the purpose of defending 
a concept of humans that it has a vested interest in supporting. This 
circularity, however, obviously belies the usefulness of the theory. (It 
also displays at least a contingent gender bias, since women have 
historically been the participants in such informal, give-and-take rela- 
tionships; but this point will be taken up later.) 

Thus the requirement that benefits be actively accepted builds an 
inappropriate voluntarism into this account of obligation, The second 
principle that Rawls builds into fair play—that the scheme itself (or, 
in the case of political obligation, the society) must be just—demon- 
strates Rawls’s simultaneous yet opposing tendency toward non- 
voluntarism. Specifically, any society in which citizens can incur polit- 
ical obligation through accepting benefits must accord with the two 
principles of justice: political obligations arise in part by virtue of the 
quality of the regime. This tension between voluntarism and virtue 
Rawls shares with Rousseau and to a lesser degree with Locke. As we 
have seen, limitations on consent (the general will, natural law) are 
not limits per se but background conditions that define the parame- 
ters of consent to the end of enhancing freedom. For Rawls, too, 
background conditions of justice enhance liberty by ensuring that in- 
dividuals do not become obligated by accepting benefits from tyranni- 
cal or otherwise evil governments.” Thus, where benefits are not ac- 
cepted but merely received, the justice of the scheme or society would 
indicate a natural duty to obey. 

This second principle demonstrates a problematic role for obliga- 
tion; for if my duty is to perform the same actions that would be 
required by my obligation—that is, obedience to law and govern- 
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ment—is there any significance to the distinction? Would my being 
bound by duty rather than obligation entitle me to certain advantages 
or rights out of consideration of the nonvoluntary nature of my con- 
tributions? It would seem that, given Rawls’s commitment to the two 
principles of justice and his declaration of the natural duty that de- 
rives from the hypothetical consent of citizens behind the veil of igno- 
rance, political obligation is a superfluous principle. Indeed, Rawls 
claims that most people will not be obligated to the state: “The better- 
placed members of society are more likely than others to have politi- 
cal obligations as distinct from political duties. For by and large it is 
these persons who are best able to gain political office and to take 
advantage of the opportunities offered by the constitutional system,”” 
As is the case with Locke, only an elite has obligations in the strict 
sense, and this seriously threatens the democracy of Rawls’s theory— 
the requirement that the theory must apply to citizens generally. 

Rawls thus structures a two-tiered hierarchy of differential obliga- 
tion. Those who accept benefits are “bound even more tightly to the 
scheme of just institutions’” than most citizens are under the natural 
duty of justice. But again, what does it mean to say they are bound 
more tightly? Locke provides imperfect members with the right to 
emigrate. This “right” is at best dubious on a practical level, but at 
least it yields an answer consistent with the rest of Locke's theory, 
Rawls, in contrast, can only respond that the majority of nonobligated 
people must still fully comply with the rules of the state by virtue of 
their hypothetical agreement to the two principles of justice in the 
original position. Rather than asserting that natural laws are created, 
executed, and enforced from above by God, Rawls postulates that 
individuals of a society, by entering an original position of equality, 
choose the two principles of justice that he outlines. By hypothetically 
choosing these principles, they are bound to observe them. 

This choice is essential to Rawls’s formulation. Otherwise he could 
simply assert the two principles and declare our duty to obey them on 
the basis that they are in fact just. Their justice, of course, is the ob- 
vious basis for allegiance to them. Given Rawls’s structure, he main- 
tains that individuals in the original position could not possibly 
choose unjust principles, or in fact any principles other than the ones 
he outlines. But like Locke, and to a lesser extent Rousseau, Rawls 
seeks to ground this political virtue in a problematic construction of 
voluntarism. As with Locke, this voluntarism is largely hypothetical; 
as with Rousseau, it is absolute and irrevocable, embodying the high- 
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est principles of political virtue. And, like Locke and Rousseau, Rawls 
similarly founders in the attempt to reconcile the two conflicting 
needs for individual choice and community and ends up binding peo- 
ple against their will through the elaborate construction of a falsely 
voluntarist structure. Yet this disingenuous emphasis on choice and 
its convoluted relation to justice clearly threatens any meaningful dis- 
tinction between obligation and duty. The idea that obligated citizens 
are “bound more tightly” is lost. Fair play may be important on an 
interpersonal level, and hence may be a source for some social or 
personal obligations, but for Rawls the justice of a society is enough 
to generate a natural duty of obedience. As a result, political obligation 
falls out of the picture. 

Rawls thus solves neither the authoritarian problems of obligation 
theory—how free individuals can obey and still be free—nor the an- 
archistic problem of how free individuals can come to be subject to 
any authority in the first place. Like other theorists discussed here, 
Rawls is uncomfortable with nonconsensual obligations, but he recog- 
nizes that individuals can consent to all sorts of wrong things that 
may compromise justice. The theory of justice would seem to work 
primarily from a concept of community; but Rawls seeks to achieve 
this community by working primarily from premises of individualism 
and individual choice. As a result, his theory of justice is premised on 
the most radically abstract individuals: beings in an original position, 
behind a veil of ignorance, who know only the most general things 
about themselves and one another, who have no place in history, no 
social context. Such individuals have little capacity for social interac- 
tion except on the most abstract level. Yet they end up in absolute 
agreement about the two principles of justice. Their lack of a concrete 
common background gives way to principles that will form a formal 
or abstract common foreground, that is, principles of justice to which 
all will—indeed must—agree. 

A second theorist who attempts to travel beyond the confines of 
consent altogether but ends up entangled in it is Richard Flathman. 
He is highly critical of consent theory, asking in Humean fashion 
whether we can ever produce any “warm-bodied human beings” who 
have consented to modern democratic states. Defining obligation as a 
practice, he rejects consent theorists’ notion (and he includes Rawls in 
this rejection) that we can point to a single, unified, identifiable act 
performed by citizens, such as a social contract, that generates obliga- 
tions. Flathman points out that obligation is a rule-governed activity. 
As practices, obligation and authority have certain definitional 
bounds that limit the kinds of questions one can ask intelligibly. That 
is, “obligation” is in part governed by “constitutive rules” where “the 
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rule itself constitutes a reason for acting in the manner specified by 
the rule.” For instance, the rule that promises should be kept can be 
seen as a constitutive rule; to make a promise involves the require- 
ment that one does what one says one will do. 

But these rules themselves are insufficient without the critical re- 
flection of humans about whether the rules should be followed. Obli- 
gation is “decidedly in the realm of human action.” In particular, it is 
based on citizens’ ability to cite “good reasons” for obedience. Hence 
obligation involves precepts or instruction rules as well. These are 
implicitly normative because they “are guides to conduct, not merely 
stated regulations” working within the confines of a practice. Thus, 
the question “Why should I (ever) obey the law?” is answered in part 
by appealing to the practice of obligation in a constitutive manner. 
That is just what obligation means; it is part of the meaning of legiti- 
mate authority that it be obeyed. But it also appeals to citizens’ mem- 
bership within a society that depends on the acceptance of rules of 
obligation, on their evaluation of the practice of obedience to a partic- 
ular government as well as to government in general. This acceptance 
is both practical and normative: accepting the rules of language to a 
large degree simply means that one cannot reject them if one wishes 
to be understood. But at the same time, citizens are capable of engag- 
ing in a critical assessment of the rules governing obligation and au- 
thority; we can identify “good reasons” why we should follow the 
rules governing obligation and authority, 

So, on Flathman’s account, obligation is not the cut-and-dried con- 
cept that consent theory makes it out to be but a practice in the full 
sense: an activity that humans engage in to the end of living together 
and to making living together a fruitful and meaningful experience. 
This activity is rule-governed, but not all—or even most—disputes or 
questions can be settled definitively by appealing to one particular 
rule. Flathman points to the Crito, in which Socrates refers not to just 
one source of justification for obedience—not to consent, or the lack 
of emigration, or the acceptance of benefits—but rather to a variety of 
possible sources which, particularly when taken together, constitute 
“good reasons” to conclude that he accepts (and is obligated to obey) 
the authority of the state. Thus, questions of obligation can be re- 
solved only in less conclusive ways that will leave them slightly un- 
settled for some people but that nevertheless have meaning for us all. 

This position would certainly seem to be an improvement on con- 
sent theory; but even this gets us only so far because it still operates 


*Flathman (1972), pp. 209, 82. 
*Ibid., p. 85. 


96 Rethinking Obligation 


from assumptions of liberal individualism, Flathman is not philosoph- 
ically comfortable with the idea of nonconsensual obligations. But 
how are “good reasons” to be determined? Flathman holds that an 
appeal to self-interest is not legitimate as a “good reason” except “in a 
derivative sense”* because of the centrality of community to human 
life. He also conceives of politics as a common enterprise. But such a 
conception cannot be fully reconciled with the individualist method 
he adopts. Many would hold that once their capacity for critical reflec- 
tion was unleashed, racial minorities, women, groups whose rights 
and interests are not addressed by the liberal democratic state, might 
reject the rules governing obligation and authority and thus reject 
their obligations. Although this might not be a bad thing, it does not 
advance us beyond consent theory, for once again individuals can 
choose wholly by themselves where their obligations lie. To use Flath- 
man’s phrase, citizens still have a “veto power.” Do we still still have 
a problem in finding “warm-bodied human beings” who have actu- 
ally accepted the rules? And if some reasons are better than others, by 
what criteria should we make our judgment? Flathman does not make 
use of political education as a means to help average citizens develop 
their capacities to reflect critically without appealing to self-interest; 
and language is insufficient to forestall the question why we should 
obey any particular law or even law in general. 

His appeal to Socrates begs rather than answers the question. From 
Locke onward (with the possible exception of Jefferson),” theorists 
have doubted citizens’ capacity to make rational assessments of the 
common good without falling prey to considerations of self-interest. 
Indeed, the conviction that most people do not have or display such 
wisdom is precisely the motivation behind the common attempt to 
bind citizens nonvoluntarily through allegedly voluntarist means such 
as use of the roads. Can average citizens critically assess the laws the 
way Socrates did? Do the questions that he poses enter most people’s 
minds? Perhaps not, we might say, but they should, and participa- 
tory democrats often hang their hopes on the educability of the peo- 
ple. But Flathman does not necessarily agree. He makes no mention 
of political education, which seems so vital to other theories, such as 


*Ibid., p. 297. 

Thomas Jefferson argued that the concept of citizen should be understood in the full 
sense and held that even though certain citizens could not vote, they should be ex- 
pected to participate in government in a variety of ways, mast obviously by rebelling 
and otherwise breaking the law for a higher good (see, for example, letters to Edward 
Carrington, January 16, 1787, and James Madison, January 30, 1787, in The Best Letters 
of Thomas Jefferson). But at the same time, Jefferson did not advocate universal suffrage, 
and he also believed in a “natural aristocracy” (see letter to John Adams, October 28, 
1813, ibid.). 
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Rousseau’s or even Barber's,” that depend on the critical reflection of 
citizens. And because individuals, like Socrates, engage in reflection 
as individuals, Flathman provides no common political arena, such as 
Rousseau’s Assembly, in which citizens can talk and learn from one 
another in the effort to reach a common will. On the contrary, he 
holds that “habit, impulse, mindless acceptance of the status quo, 
serve to bring about obedience without a sense of being imposed 
upon.”” This assumption threatens Flathman’s theory with the same 
problem found in Tussman’s and Locke's, namely, the assumption 
that people will just go along with the government, and that this does 
not threaten the criteria of human choice. The reason this is partic- 
ularly problematic for Flathman, however, is that his dedication to 
liberty and voluntarism (that is, his emphasis on human action) 
would seem to require rejection of such acquiescence.” 

Furthermore, although it is true that individuals exist within “forms 
of life,” Flathman’s formulation does not provide for the fact that cer- 
tain forms of life can not only be oppressive or unjust but can also 
enmesh people so deeply in them that they are prevented from seeing 
the injustice. Human life takes place within language and commu- 
nity, but so does our capacity to think about and critically assess that 
life. This can provide certain absolute limits to our ability to see ex- 
actly what is wrong with our form of life and prevent us from being 
able to offer or even articulate “good reasons” for disobeying or even 
changing it. This problem has obvious implications for an analysis of 
epistemological bias, for it can result in the endless perpetuation of 
certain injustices—against women, for example—that are built into 
the structure of our society and language. Values of care, connection, 
and relationship, important to women’s historical experience, are sys- 
tematically obliterated from political obligation because they are not 
considered part of “our” form of life and hence do not enter the dis- 
course. 

Flathman sees the necessity to situate choice within the need for 
community and political authority. But he does not see this need as 
further entailing nonconsensual obligation. By trying to emphasize 
individual choice and voluntarism within a basically communitarian 
conception of obligation, Flathman is left with a theory that, like 
Tussman’s, Locke’s, and Rawls’s, declares the importance of individ- 
ual action and agreement while in fact allowing for the active involve- 
ment of only a few, obligating the remainder of the citizenry nonvol- 
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untaristically. Like Rawls, Flathman makes some significant advances 
over consent theory. Just as Rawls’s commitment to the need for soci- 
ety brings about his emphasis on justice, Flathman’s recognition that 
obligation and obedience take place within forms of life stems from 
his realizing that community is central to language. But both suffer 
from the attempt to retain the integrity of liberal individualism, Rawls 
through the acceptance notion, Flathman through the individualism 
of critical reflection. The reluctance to recognize the incompatibility of 
their communitarian concerns with the concept of the individual as 
liberal theory develops it bars them from envisioning a new under- 
standing of the individual as existing in the context of community. 
Such an understanding could be achieved through their theories, I 
believe, if they were able to envision this different individual. 

Such a notion of the individual, it could be argued, is at least im- 
plicitly evident in the work of Michael Walzer. This might seem a 
surprising claim, since Walzer could also be categorized as one of the 
theorists who seek a more consistent consent theory. He accepts the 
“commonplace of consent theory that obligations can only derive 
from voluntary commitments." “I am simply going to assume of the 
many obligations I discuss that they can have no other origin” (p. x). 
He “takes seriously” the notion of “government by consent of the 
governed.” Like Pateman, he seeks to make consent more consistent 
as well, holding that “civil liberty of the most extensive sort is . . . the 
necessary condition of political obligation. Liberty must be as exten- 
sive as the possible range of consenting action” (p. xiv). He also 
seems to agree with Flathman’s warm bodies critique, as he never 
assumes consent “without looking for evidence that it has actually 
been given” (p. x). 

Yet ambiguity pervades Walzer’s work. He appears to wish to hold 
on to tacit consent, his criticisms of it notwithstanding (pp. 100, 117).* 
Similarly, he both endorses and rejects the acceptance of benefits as a 
ground for obligation: “The description of citizens as passive recip- 
ients of benefits is inadequate” (p. 210), even though residence in and 
of itself generates obligations “in part because of the benefits that are 
necessarily accepted along with residence” (p. 28). Like other consent 
theorists, Walzer identifies obligation as “a procedural rather than a 
substantive ethics” (p. x). Yet his communitarianism pulls him in a 
different direction, for a key element of “membership” is the “com- 
munal provision of security and welfare.”* His linking of “member- 
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ship and need” requires him to attend to outcome and substance, 
because need is varying, contextual, and highly substantive. Pro- 
cedures are problematic precisely because they can ignore individual 
particularity and personal need. And in spite of his emphasis on par- 
ticipation, civil disobedience, and individual choice, a distinct thread 
of elitism runs through Walzer’s work. He suggests that “coercion is 
only necessary in practice because some minority of actual people 
don’t understand, or don’t consistently understand, their real inter- 
ests. Only the reckless and the improvident need to be forced to con- 
tribute—and it can always be said of them that they joined in the 
social contract precisely in order to protect themselves against their 
own recklessness and improvidence.”* 

This “democratic elitism,”* which Simmons decried as paternalism 
underscores what I have identified as the unifying if fatal flaw of con- 
temporary consent theory. Specifically, Walzer is unable to get be- 
yond the liberal conception of the individual, even though that con- 
tradicts his own vision of politics and society. What appears to be 
vacillation in his work is really just an impossible fit between the 
Lockean view of human nature Walzer adopts—that citizens will par- 
ticipate only on a basis of self-interest, that politics is not inherently 
interesting, that democracy would take “too many evenings” (p. 
230)—and his rather Rousseauian view of politics, wherein “political 
activity . . . is not the price of liberty; it is liberty manifest” (p. 212). 

This tension between Walzer’s two visions—of human nature and 
of politics—is not entirely obvious in his work. Indeed, as I have sug- 
gested, his approach to obligation initially promises to cast off a lib- 
eral framework. Even as he declares Obligations to be “essays in con- 
sent theory” (p. ix), Walzer, like Flathman, seeks to develop a more 
complex and sophisticated notion of obligation than that found in 
consent theory. He seeks to make concrete what consent means by 
pointing out the complexities of our social relations and how these 
complexities make consent much more than a simple yes-or-no re- 
sponse to questions posed by the state. Thus, consent as a social prac- 
tice is multiple, serial, and incremental: “Our moral biographies are 
constituted in large part by trains of consents—consents of many dif- 
ferent sorts, to many different people.” Consent is often signified “by 
a series of acts” as “we commit ourselves very often by degrees,” and 
“consent is given over time” (p. xii). Consent is not a singular, indi- 
vidual act with precise outcomes. Rather, like Flathman, Walzer in- 
sists that one consents to, or within, something like a Wittgensteinian 
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form of life. “By our acts of consent, we communicate to others that 
we are persons of a certain sort, who hold certain opinions, and will 
conduct ourselves in a certain manner. We entitle them to expect 
things of us, to rely on us, to plan their lives with us in mind as 
friends, colleagues, allies, or whatever. We give them rights against 
us and their rights henceforth define our obligations. . . . Obligations 

. are other people’s resources. And all social organizations are 
funded, as it were, through the commitments their members make to 
one another” (pp. xi-xii). 

Walzer thus seeks to locate consent within a context of social rela- 
tions. Central to his conception of obligation is community: “Obliga- 
tion . . . begins with membership . . . in the broadest sense” (p. 7). 
He seeks to focus on a “horizontal” relationship among citizens rather 
than a “vertical” relation between individual citizens and govern- 
ments. It is in the context of such membership that Walzer’s declara- 
tion that “the best expression of consent available to the resident of a 
democratic state is political participation after coming of age” (p. 111) 
is more than the empty cant that Pateman rightfully charges it often is 
in liberal democracy, Walzer argues that “if the citizen is a passive 
figure, there is no political community” (p. 210). 

The social contract can thus be redefined by Walzer as “an agree- 
ment to redistribute the resources of the members in accordance with 
some shared understanding of their needs, subject to ongoing politi- 
cal determination in detail.”* In this light, procedure and substance 
come together as individual members, through a procedure of equal 
participation, are able to forge common solutions. But what kind of 
participation is Walzer endorsing? Pluralism is his starting point: citi- 
zens incur political obligations through their voluntary membership 
in smaller organizations within the state. “Citizenship . . . is possible 
only if there are other groups than the state within the state, and it is 
fully accepted only by joining other groups along with the state” (p. 
227). Their activities in these organizations help constitute political 
activity in the state. And indeed, at its most meaningful such mem- 
bership requires resistance to the state. Such resistance is the measure 
of popular consent and obligation: “Only if the possible legitimacy of 
countergroups with limited claims is recognized and admitted can the 
state be regarded as a group of consenting citizens” (p. 19). If active 
dissent is a real option, that is evidence of a participatory, consensual 
structure, because it suggests that minorities and people not in official 
positions have genuine access to democratic debate. Furthermore, if 
dissent is truly possible, then its absence can also indicate consent. 


*Walzer (1983), p. 82. 
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Yet even apart from the problems of civil disobedience as consent— 
the circularity of the fact that the state itself decides whether a claim 
is “limited” (and hence “legitimate”), the problematic personal cost 
that resistance may exact from some members but not others”—such 
a conceptualization would require a profound reconceptualization of 
the state and politics, which Walzer seems neither to foresee nor to 
desire. Although he sometimes speaks of the activist and potentially 
transformative qualities of such groups, he also speaks of them as 
liberal interest groups which, a la David Truman,™ give members a 
kind of input and representation that supplements the work of Con- 
gress (see, for example, p. 227), and at others they seem like William 
Whyte’s “organizations,”” within which claims to individual effective- 
ness would be disingenuous at best. Walzer also fails to address how 
these groups would interact with one another within the larger mem- 
bership of the state, as well as what the mechanisms and processes 
would be for transforming resistance into positive action or dissent 
into consent. 

Most significantly, Walzer seriously undermines his account by dis- 
playing a profound pessimism about political participation. Citizens 
are in large part Lockean when it comes to politics: “Citizens are 
driven into action by their particular interests, chiefly economic. . . . 
They are Lockeian men” (p. 215). Perhaps even more problematically 
this self-interest does not always, or even generally, cause people to 
be active in “politics, nor are all political questions matters of interest 
to them unless they have a sense of the whole over and above their 
sense of themselves as particular persons” (p. 215). Although Walzer 
believes that “it is upon some such sense of the whole that the idea of 
citizenship rests,” he also appears pessimistic about the possibility 
that this idea can be realized: “Citizens by and large do not do that 
work [of political activity] and probably cannot (p. 215; emphasis 
added). They “cannot” not because they are uneducated or feeble- 
minded but rather because their orientation toward the world as indi- 
viduals militates against the necessarily communitarian activity of pol- 
itics. 

Understanding Walzer in this way helps us make sense of his work 
as it is concerned with the tension between what obligation is—its 
ideal realization—and what is has come to mean in the modern liberal 
state. This tension derives from a basic contradiction within the mod- 

“Pateman (1979), pp. 58, 95, makes this first point. As to the latter, one might want 
to ask whether a single working mother of four can really be expected to go to jail for 
her belets; and if she cannot, can we then truly take her acquiescence as a sign of 
consent? 


Truman (1959) 
*Whyte (1956). 
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ern state between “our alienation from all that is public and common” 
and “an ideological mask of that alienation or a vain (and possibly 
dangerous) fantasy of its transcendence” (pp. 217-18), We are caught 
in a circular problem, Walzer seems to say. He decries what we have 
become by virtue of the liberal state, namely, possessive individuals 
who can no longer survive without that state. He simultaneously re- 
jects the possibility that the liberal state can meet the criteria for obli- 
gation, and yet he sees no alternative. While holding onto the ideal, 
he believes that we have become a people who can no longer realize 
the ideal. There is thus no way to get from here (liberalism) to there 
(democracy), or so Walzer seems to maintain. And indeed it is not 
entirely clear that he really wants to make that journey, for it would 
jeopardize (his notion of) the individual. That notion is inherently 
antithetical to the concept of community he wishes to promote, but 
he refuses to recognize this; or perhaps it would be more accurate to 
say that he takes individualism as a given and refuses to pursue the 
option of exploring alternate conceptions of the individual. The prob- 
lem is thus once more seen as inherently irresolvable because of the 
way the individual and the community are conceptualized. 

Walzer’s communitarian orientation should lead him to conclusions 
about obligation that problematize consent; but instead he holds on 
firmly to consent and attempts to deepen our understanding of how 
and when consent can be said to be given. But when forced to face 
the unacceptable conclusions that consent theory presents, he retreats 
to a communal vision of politics. His resulting inconsistencies, or at 
least ambivalence, thus have him critiquing the very ideals he ends 
up implicitly embracing while overtly endorsing ideals he is implicitly 
compelled to reject. Walzer’s attempt to reconcile the individuality of 
consent with the sociality of obligational commitment is certainly ad- 
mirable and has a number of insights to recommend it. But ultimately 
Walzer is drawn into the kinds of contradictory and vague proposi- 
tions that merely demonstrate an inability to come to terms with, 
much less identify, the basic contradiction he has set up. 


Alternative Frameworks: Fishkin and Pitkin 


Obligation theorists in the third category attempt to transcend the 
contradictions of liberal individualism, though it could be argued that 
both contemporary theorists | discuss—Hanna Pitkin and James Fish- 
kin—still seek to remain within a liberal framework. Central to both is 
a notion of given obligations. In The Limits of Obligation, for instance, 
Fishkin begins with the assumption that “general obligations” exist as 
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a facet of our common moral lives. Under what he calls the “principle 
of minimal altruism,” we are obligated to help others in dire need 
when we can do so at little cost to ourselves. Such general obligations 
do not depend on consent or other forms of voluntarism but exist 
independently, as requirements on everyone to anyone. As such they 
are a product of the requirement of impartiality found in liberalism.” 
At the same time, Fishkin says, calling them obligations threatens the 
basic structure of individual morality found in liberalism. This leads 
him to assert that we must “rethink, in a radical way, the obligations 
of individuals for the solution of large-scale problems” (p. 7). 

Although Fishkin’s approach to obligation is hardly illustrative of 
consent theory, the dilemmas by which he is confounded are nev- 
ertheless symptomatic of the value presuppositions of liberal theory. 
Like consent theorists, he reconciles the tension between individu- 
ality and community—or, in his framework, individuality and the im- 
partiality that is crucial to making liberal community possible—in fa- 
vor of the individual at the expense of community. Fishkin is certainly 
not advocating the dominant mode of liberal ethics; otherwise he 
would not be able to declare the existence of general obligations. But 
his deep commitment to liberal principles—he argues that we should 
not want to reject any of the incompatible assumptions of liberalism, 
and he attempts to reconcile them—is what causes him to conclude, 
as in social contract theory and its modern revisions, that the di- 
lemma is inevitable. 

Fishkin divides actions into three zones. Those involving already 
decided questions of right and wrong, which he calls the “zone of 
moral requirement,” clearly set forth obligations. The “zone of super- 
erogation,” in contrast, is the gray area where we cannot find moral 
blame for failure to act. It is delimited by the “cutoff for heroism”; 
that is, although we can be required to be minimally altruistic, there is 
a certain point beyond which our actions are no longer obligatory but 
heroic (for example, a passerby’s rescue of a child from a burning 
building)." Finally, the “zone of indifference” involves no moral ques- 


“Fishkin (1982), pp. 7-8. Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the 
text. General obligations are similar to what other theorists (most obviously Rawls) 
have called duties, but Fishkin’s use of this term indicates a stronger meaning of bond- 
edness than duty implies. As I argued previously, Rawls’s emphasis on duty takes him 
away from a liberal framework. This straying may be what causes him to reaffirm lib- 
eral individualism through obligations of fair play. But as something that is by defini- 
tion not consented to, duty has extremely weak force in contemporary liberalism. In 
contrast, not only is a general obligation required, but it is wrong not to discharge it; 
and one presumes that if we could resolve the problems Fishkin raises, we could even 
legislate general obligations (for instance, “good Samaritan” laws). 

“Since this level is heroic, it cannot be obligatory, as an action can belong to only one 
of these two categories. Fishkin (1982), chap. 2. 
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tions at all. This zone, Fishkins maintains, is “robust,” for a very large 
number of activities are immune from moral considerations, and the 
points at which our lives touch on moral questions are relatively few. 
For instance, it may be generally obligatory not to torture a helpless 
cat, but eating meat is not a moral issue in most circumstances, ac- 
cording to Fishkin (chaps. 3 and 4). 

The main problem to which these assumptions “inevitably” lead us 
is “the problem of scale.” The principle of minimal altruism will al- 
ways slide down a “slippery slope” past the cutoff for heroism. For 
instance, Fishkin suggests that five dollars will keep a starving Ethio- 
pian® alive for a week. Five dollars is a small, nonheroic amount for 
most people in the West, so the principle of minimal altruism indi- 
cates a general obligation to contribute. But what about the thousands 
of other starving Ethiopians each of whom could be kept alive for a 
week for an additional five dollars? And why just one week? Why not 
several weeks? The problem, Fishkin says, is that the principle of 
minimal altruism obligates me incrementally for additional five-dollar 
contributions—because each additional five dollars is in itself a small 
contribution and nonheroic, and is therefore obligatory under the 
principle of minimal altruism—until I am sending thousands of dol- 
lars to Ethiopia. And even then an additional five dollars could not 
make that much difference to me, so why not keep contributing until 
I am as impoverished as the Ethiopian? This presents a seemingly 
insoluble dilemma about our system of moral reasoning: 


Our usual criteria for differentiating obligations and supererogatory acts 
of heroism are inadequate for this kind of case. Yet, these same criteria 
are adequate when smaller numbers are involved. A small number of 
minor sacrifices would not add up to anything significant. And if the 
sacrifices were more than insignificant to begin with, then a principle of 
only minimal altruism would not obligate us to make them. It is only 
when the numbers are large enough that a principle as weak as merely 
minimal altruism can entail requirements for sacrifice so great that they 
add up to heroic proportions. (p. 7) 


Fishkin’s example, however, seems unavoidably subject to the 
“slippery slope” because it focuses on one hypothetical individual ab- 
stracted from his or her particular circumstances and society at large. 
Fishkin and the tradition he writes from misdirect our attention to the 
obligations of individuals when the dilemma he poses is a social obli- 
gation. This produces problems in two opposing directions. The first 


“Actually, Fishkin says “starving African.” My alteration may be little more than a 
token tribute to particularity, but the generalization implicit in “starving African” is one 
I am uncomfortable with. 
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involves charging one individual with bearing the responsibility for 
many people’s obligations. It is most likely that if a person in society 
A has adequate funds to contribute something to society B, whose 
inhabitants are starving, it is because society A as a whole is more 
prosperous than society B.* If an individual in society A has a general 
obligation on Fishkin’s theory to contribute to ending hunger in Ethi- 
opia, then so do other members of society A. If we look at the obliga- 
tion in a collective manner—not abstracting the hypothetical person 
out of social context—the obligation becomes more manageable. In 
this context the necessity for contributing each incremental five dollars 
diminishes. For example, if $10 million is needed, and there are 
100,000 people in the society, then an average contribution of one 
hundred dollars is all that is needed. From this general formula we 
would then adjust for individual circumstances; some could afford 
only one dollar, others could afford one thousand dollars or more. 
But the point is that when we look at general obligations in a collec- 
tive manner rather than focusing on the obligations of individuals, 
the “inevitable” dilemmas Fishkin poses are revealed as created by a 
specific philosophical orientation that does not reflect the realities of 
human social life.” 

In the exact opposite direction, Fishkin’s formula absolves the indi- 
vidual from the group’s immoral actions through the cutoff for trivi- 
ality, the level below which the harm I do (by neglecting or even 
acting in direct violation of a general obligation) is so small as to be 
completely negligible. Fishkin argues that this cutoff must be pre- 
served to maintain a robust zone of indifference (p. 88). For instance, 
if I belong to a group of bandits who steal the lunches (which consist 
of one hundred baked beans each) of one hundred herders,* but I 
take only one-one hundredth of each herder’s lunch (as do each 
of my ninety-nine fellow bandits), then | am not morally responsible 


“Certainly this might not always be the case. We often find gross differences be- 
tween the wealthy few and the hungry majority, In these instances, of course, it would 
be more incumbent on the wealthy few to help their poverty-stricken compatriots, and 
it is not a coincidence that we view such societies as unjust and the wealthy as taking 
unfair advantage of the poor. 

“Thus the possibility that Singer (1979) raises—giving until | am reduced to the situa- 
tion of a Bengali refugee—is likely an artificial scenario. Fishkin recognizes this when 
he notes, “We must rethink . . . the limits of individual responsibility for problems that 
should more appropriately be placed in the sphere of social choice” (p. 9). Yet he does 
not bring this recognition into his analysis. Admittedly his stated purpose is not to 
show how that can be done but to show that it needs to be done because of the inevitable 
breakdown of mutually incompatible elements of our commonly shared moral sphere. 
Yet ultimately he fails to address even this question because his overly strict adherence 
to the conflicting principles prevents him from providing a critical understanding ol 
that conflict. 

‘Actually, Fishkin uses the term “tribesmen” as well as the masculine pronoun “he.” 
I have chosen herders as a more gender-neutral term. 
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for the collective harm—one hundred stolen lunches—because I took 
so little. Fishkin addresses this problem by discriminating between 
causal responsibility and moral responsibility. He suggests that we 
consider causal responsibility as the main focus of our inquiry and 
then base our judgment of moral responsibility on considerations of 
the causal effects rather than tying moral responsibility automatically 
to causal responsibility. This “would not permit us morally to con- 
demn a bandit who stole so few baked beans that it added up to an 
amount below the threshold [although] we could still attribute causal 
responsibility for their disappearance to the bandit” (pp. 94-95). This 
would allow us to maintain the threshold for triviality. So a bandit 
who stole only one bean from each herder during the raid would 
contribute causally to the theft of the lunches but would not be mor- 
ally blameworthy. 

Fishkin’s idea of basing judgments of moral responsibility on as- 
sessment of causal responsibility and the total effect is important, for 
it avoids a blind morality that limits itself strictly to rules that disre- 
gard context. It enables us to step back from a narrow individualist 
focus that can obscure the larger picture of harm perpetrated by the 
bandits. It allows Fishkin to recognize that the herders form a group. 
In criticizing the assumption that “a person cannot harm a group un- 
less he harms some identifiable individual within it” (p. 95), he thus 
(rather ambivalently) rejects the conclusion that no moral harm was 
done to the herders. 

But the problem is still intractable for Fishkin. Although moral 
harm was done, who was it done by, if each bandit remains below 
the cutoff for triviality? This is where Fishkin claims the problem 
flounders, where the assumptions of liberalism become irreconcilable. 
But I maintain that the problem is seen as irreconcilable only because 
Fishkin does not make the parallel recognition that the bandits, too, 
form a group. Each knows what the other bandits are doing; each 
knows the final result is taking one hundred lunches. The fact of col- 
lective action and members’ knowledge of it transcends individual ac- 
tions and the responsibility that results. What this points to as well is 
that a consideration of context is essential to any determination of 
harm and obligation. Are the herders oppressing the bandits by keep- 
ing all the land and starving them into a life of banditry? Do the ban- 
dits just think stealing is an easy way to make a living? Or do they 
simply enjoy keeping the herders in perpetual fear? These and other 
considerations will help determine the moral blameworthiness of the 
raiders and the direction of obligation: Who is really harming whom 
and thus violating the principle of minimal altruism? 
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Fishkin opens up promising avenues of discussion by making his 
distinction between causal and moral responsibility, but then he fails 
to utilize this distinction to resolve the dilemma he defines. His ap- 
proach conceives of obligation as a linear series of chronologically 
subsequent occurrences that build upon one another rather than a 
large picture that one must step back from in order to understand it 
fully. Just as Fishkin denies the bandits’ collective identity, my contri- 
butions to famine relief slide down the slippery slope because he 
treats each incremental five dollars not as an increment but as a total 
contribution. He does not allow us to see the event in context but 
rather exhibits—and requires—tunnel vision. If we considered the 
entire picture of my donating money to Ethiopia, we would need to 
take in all aspects of my context: how much I have given already, my 
level of income, other more immediate obligations such as caring for 
my children, and most important, my society and its capacity to give 
as well as what other members are giving. Such an analysis would 
involve placing me within a web of relationships and connections, 
and a stepping back to see more clearly these connections and the 
network within which I am situated. If we adopt this more contextual 
approach, the problem of considering multiple aspects of my situa- 
tion, something liberal theory avoids in its focus on hypothetical indi- 
vidual action, becomes manageable and achievable. 

The concept of general obligations presupposes that some obliga- 
tions are beyond our choice, and the problem for us is to determine 
how to meet our obligations, not whether we have an obligation. The 
former question requires that individuals be situated in their social 
context. And the question of how to meet an obligation helps deter- 
mine the answer to how much—that is, the extent of an obligation for 
a particular person. In spite of his support of general obligations, it is 
ultimately Fishkin’s orientation to the question of whether that pro- 
duces the so-called inevitability of the slippery slope. For as long as 
that question remains the primary focus of inquiry into political obli- 
gation, our ability to advance our understanding of obligation and to 
develop our political society will be diminished. 

Hanna Pitkin’s work on obligation embraces the attention to how. 
She also rejects the strict consensual view of obligation and adopts 
the notion that certain obligations may be given. But whereas Fish- 
kin’s theory falters on the attempt to salvage liberalism’s foundational 
premises, Pitkin sees that these premises are precisely the barrier to a 
consistent theory of obligation. The reading I propose here goes be- 
yond what is explicit in Pitkin’s formulation. These are reasonable 
conclusions to be drawn from her arguments, but I have drawn them 
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within the context of my own theoretical perspective.* My interpreta- 
tion reveals an aspect of “Obligation and Consent” that has not been 
developed because the assumptions underlying prior interpretations 
block perception of it. 

Pitkin’s claim that Locke’s tacit consent is really a theory of “hypo- 
thetical consent”—that what truly free, equal, and rational men 
would consent to determines what the average unfree, unequal, irra- 
tional person, who might consent to all sorts of things, is obligated to” 
—leads her to conclude that the quality of the government, and not 
the actual consent of individual citizens, provides the basis for obliga- 
tion.“ Her analysis shifts emphasis from a sphere of negative morality 
(no one may) to a positive one (one ought to do X). She takes the 
traditional idea of inalienable rights and, in asking why certain things, 
such as slavery, are prohibited, shifts our focus to the principles un- 
derlying these prohibitions. She then suggests that there are values 
that must be positively promoted if we are to make sense of inalien- 
able rights. Opportunities for consent and participation are likely in- 
dications of a “good” government, one to which citizens owe obliga- 
tions, and “hypothetical consent” might be a useful theoretical device 
for establishing the criteria a legitimate government must meet. But 
consent itself is not the basis for legitimacy. Legitimacy, however, is 
the basis for obligation. 

In this shift lies a fundamental challenge to the liberal epistemology 
that frames consent theory. Pitkin takes a philosophy-of-language ap- 
proach to obligation: humans conduct their lives within the confines 
of language, and language determines meaning through the use and 
application of rules. These rules set limits not only to the questions 
that we can ask and the ideas we can develop but to action as well. 
Given the meaning of obligation, authority, and legitimacy in our lan- 


“In fact this is a modest understatement. I believe there is textual justification for my 
reading. Although language is her ostensible concern, in “Obligation and Consent” 
Pitkin (1966) indicates that this concern may be a less central aspect of the argument 
she says needs to be made. She moves away from that argument to engage in what she 
calls the “more limited and less affective” argument about language; the wider mean- 
ings she alludes to “would require a discussion of the nature of philosophical puzzle- 
ment far beyond the scope of this essay” (p. 46). This “puzzlement,” I am suggesting, 
constitutes the question of ontology. From this perspective her claims take on a more 
consistent and certainly deeper meaning. 

“Pitkin (1965), p. 996. Pateman also uses the term “hypothetical voluntarism,” but 
seems to consider it implied consent, a very different meaning from Pitkin’s, as we 
shall see. See Pateman (1979), chaps. 4 and 6. | find Pitkin’s development more useful, 
and I follow her lead here. 

“This is supported to some extent by Dunn (1980), who, while disagreeing with 
Pitkin (p. 52, footnote), at the same time recognizes that for Locke, “the practice [to 
which one gives consent] must be legitimate itself” (p. 51) for consent to create an 
obligation. 
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guage, she argues, it does not make sense to ask why we should obey 
a legitimate government. The meaning of “legitimate authority” is 
that it deserves obedience. Pitkin accepts the questioning of illegiti- 
mate government in supporting the right to rebel, even calling it a 
duty. But consent theory entails a radical questioning of even legiti- 
mate government. Its central inquiry is, Why should | ever obey any 
government at all? The only answer that is acceptable to the consent 
theorist is that | have agreed or chosen to obey, for then I am still 
acting as I wish, as obedience becomes an expression of free will. But 
Pitkin holds that this answer depends on a skewed conception of 
what it means to be an individual operating within language.” 

That is, to ask “Why are you ever obligated to obey even legitimate 
authority?” is “a symptom of philosophical disorder, the product of a 
philosophical paradox.”” The questioner misunderstands and mis- 
uses language, and thus the question takes place outside the scope of 
lived reality. While it is therefore acceptable to question particular 
laws, to determine whether they are in accordance with the goals the 
government is supposed to meet, overriding challenges to legitimate 
government (when it is acting legitimately) are not acceptable. Cer- 
tainly, she says, such challenges are possible; but philosophers 
should not be spending so much time paying attention to such invalid 
questions. Or, perhaps more precisely, she is suggesting that the fact 
that philosophy does pay so much attention to such questions reflects 
that philosophy itself is disordered. 

In this [ contend that Pitkin is talking not just about language but 
about the ontological and epistemological framework of consent the- 
ory. That is, she is not advancing a merely semantic argument, or 
even one about accepted practices; rather, she is arguing that the 
foundation on which the question rests—not the question per se—con- 
stitutes the problem. Her concern with language can be taken in part 
as an entry point for the dissection of the ontology of consent theory 
and its unveiling as faulty and misrepresentative. Indeed, Pitkin 
points out that “a concern with language can stimulate or support” 
this larger ontological issue, for the concept of the individual as an 


“Flathman holds that Pitkin goes too far in this claim. He asserts that one cannot get 
from the premises of the centrality of language itself to political obligation without 
some intervening premises that justify a specifically political form of society. That is, 
“obligation” and “political obligation,” while not mutually exclusive, demonstrate im- 
portant differences that Pitkin does not take into account. Political obligation operates 
from the premise of a state; and the state, according to (at least most) liberal theories, 
by its nature continually presents a potential danger to citizens’ freedom. This is a 
significant concern, and not one to be reconciled by the conflation of language, obliga- 
tion, and political obligation. As should be clear, however, I believe that the interpreta- 
tion I give of Pitkin reveals that this objection ignores her epistemological argument. 

*Pitkin (1966), p. 46. 
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“ineluctably separate unit” is, according to Pitkin, the ontological foun- 
dation for consent theory and its primary basic flaw. Rejecting the 
liberal atomistic vision of humans, Pitkin argues that people are em- 
bedded in social relations that shape the context for consent, which 
indeed set the parameters for its meaning: 


In truth, there is something profoundly wrong with the consent theo- 
rist’s picture of man. Every free, separate, adult, consenting individual 
was first shaped and molded by his parents and (as we say) society. It is 
only as a result of their influence that he becomes the particular person 
he does become, with his particular interests, values, desires, language 
and obligations. The only thing truly separate about us is our bodies; our 
selves are manifestly social.” 


And in Wittgenstein and Justice she argues: “We become persons, be- 
come who we are, only by internalizing (some of) the norms, stand- 
ards, and patterns of our society. We do not agree contractually to do 
so; we grow into them. Thus our concepts of promises and contracts 
are learned, not chosen. And even individual self-interest is very 
much a social product, taking quite different forms in different times 
and places.”® 

The faulty ontology of consent theory has epistemological dimen- 
sions as well, for only an individual who did not understand that 
language is a “model of membership,”* only an individual who ab- 
stracted the self from social context could question obligations to a 
legitimate government, could understand the term obligation in the 
way described by the social contract, It is because of basic human 
connectedness that the unconditional, noncontextual challenge to le- 
gitimate authority is philosophically disordered. It is not simply that 
the problem of consent theory lies in a faulty articulation of a basically 
sound principle; the principle itself must be unsound because it is 
based on a faulty ontology. Consent theory does not merely use the 
language incorrectly; its construction of human relationships and of 
social life is incorrect, misguided, is itself the source of the disorder. If 
we begin from a premise of connectedness and relationality, how- 
ever, as Pitkin seems to argue, it becomes apparent that a different 
concept of obligation unfolds. Although it is certainly still possible to 
imagine a construction such as the state of nature, it is difficult (if not 
impossible) to attribute serious consideration to it as a model for an 
actual, lived form of life. Since political theory supposedly describes 


“Ibid. 
“Pitkin (1972), p. 199. 
SIbid:, p. 194- 
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and prescribes our political and social life, its adoption of such a con- 
struction is deeply problematic. 

On this view, the confusion would lie not in the notion that the 
question “Why am I ever obligated to obey the law?” is not allowable, 
or even possible—for these would be matters of language—but only 
in that it is (philosophically, politically) unimportant, an artificially 
constructed dilemma made possible by particular institutionalized so- 
cial relations. What we need, Pitkin says, is “an account of why the 
philosopher is driven to ask the question in the first place,”* and of 
why the question is granted such prominence in philosophical dis- 
course. 

Of course, neither this nor Pitkin’s argument leads, as some critics 
have suggested, to the conclusion that we should never ask questions 
about our obligations. After all, premises of connectedness can still 
give way to “illegitimate” forms of life, or societies with evil govern- 
ments. Questioning our obligations can provide the necessary func- 
tion of helping us evaluate the merits of a government so we may 
refuse our obedience and compliance to pernicious laws and evil re- 
gimes. Furthermore, it can lead us to considerations of the general 
needs and character of humans and social relations, the character of 
our institutions and our social life in general; it can help us under- 
stand and respond to our lives together as social and political human 
beings. That consent theory produces answers that belie the realities 
of these relations does not in itself make the endeavor totally worth- 
less, and it is not Pitkin’s intent to say that this is the case. Rather, 
her point is to reformulate inquiries into such matters, to redirect our 
efforts away from attempts to solve the presumed paradox the ques- 
tion poses and toward a realization of what the question suggests 
about the theories that ask it. 

This perspective helps prevent reductive misreadings of theories 
like Pitkin’s; for her solution, in fundamentally challenging the as- 
sumptions of consent theory, seems to give a relatively weak role to 
human choice, and at the most drastic level it may make us vulner- 
able to the dangers of totalitarianism. The criteria of “good” govern- 
ment can be controlled and manipulated. Who is to decide what is 
good? By overtly reconciling the problem of political obligation in fa- 
vor of the need for authority, Pitkin may seem to threaten our com- 
mon conceptions of freedom, of democracy, and even of the individ- 
ual. 


“Pitkin (1965), p. 49. I anticipate my argument here; for this account, it may be ar- 
gued, is precisely what object relations theory tries to provide, as 1 show in subsequent 
chapters. Indeed, it is significant that Pitkin chooses the word “driven,” particularly in 
view of her later psychoanalytic work on Machiavelli (Pitkin 1984). 
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Yet if Pitkin seems to present the potential threat of the totalitarian 
menace, perhaps that is a problem of perspective. In all these years of 
liberal political theorizing we may have been looking at social rela- 
tions through the wrong end of the telescope. If we turn it around, 
we will gain a new perspective that broadens our view and includes a 
wider variety of experience. By rejecting out of hand many of the 
assumptions of consent theory, she makes important advances in our 
understanding of political obligation. In the rejection of abstract indi- 
vidualism lies the potential for a recasting of the terms in which the 
problem of obligation is described. We may not wish to resolve the 
problem of obligation by a Burkean claim to preserve the status quo, 
or by a Hegelian absolutism; but perhaps we do need to loosen our 
grasp on the assumptions of liberalism about the priority of freedom 
and the idea that individuals are free, equal, and unsituated. In loose- 
ning this grasp we become able to explore obligation from a different 
perspective—the perspective of a given, the perspective that commu- 
nity and individual freedom are not mutually antagonistic but are mu- 
tually involved in constituting each other's meaning. 


Women and Obligation: Contemporary Replay 


The theories of Fishkin and Pitkin are interesting to feminist anal- 
ysis because they challenge the dominant liberal vision while ostensi- 
bly attempting to work within liberalism. Both try to bring together 
the apparently antagonistic forces of individual and community by 
attempting to redraw each. Both also may ultimately fail to sustain 
that tension. In the end, despite his claims to the contrary, Fishkin at 
least implicitly appears to abandon general obligations by declaring 
the tension too insurmountable within liberalism, whereas Pitkin ap- 
pears to abandon liberalism by perhaps dismissing the tension too 
quickly. Neither fully acknowledges the epistemological reconceptual- 
ization their arguments require. Indeed, if they were able to acknowl- 
edge more explicitly the profound alteration in thinking about indi- 
viduals, community, liberalism, and obligation that their arguments 
implicitly advocate, they would find more satisfying answers to the 
dilemmas they so thoughtfully identify. Yet both theorists present an 
alternative approach to the problems posed by liberal obligation the- 
ory. In the process they provide an entrée to a feminist theory of 
obligation, a link between the mainstream theoretical approach to ob- 
ligation and the critical strategies of feminist theory, by opening up 
spaces within liberal obligation theory for problematizing and ques- 
tioning the conceptual categories those theories utilize. 
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In contrast, the contemporary consensual theories of obligation in 
the first two groups of theorists | identified in this chapter demon- 
strate a severe tension, comparable to that found in original social 
contract theory, between the natural freedom and equality of individ- 
uals and the equally compelling givenness of authority and political 
society. The basic contradiction between the assertion that humans 
are inherently individualistic on the one hand and that they are de- 
pendent on social institutions and practices for the satisfaction of their 
individual desires on the other is fundamental to contemporary con- 
sent theories as well as to their critics. This aspect reveals specifically 
gendered dimensions on several levels, beginning with the funda- 
mental discrepancy between public and private that is both symp- 
tomatic and causative of the theories’ atomistic and abstract notion of 
human beings. Although this concept of individuals provided a 
source of many of the problems of social contract theory, and even 
though some contemporary theorists ostensibly criticize it, it nev- 
ertheless defines the ontological framework of contemporary obliga- 
tion theory. Theorists are so concerned to preserve individuals’ con- 
trol over their obligations that they ironically develop devices which, 
while apparently asserting individual sovereignty, in reality merely 
camouflauge the degree to which such obligations are not in fact vol- 
untary at all. 

Yet it is not the deep acceptance of these assumptions per se that 
causes this paradox to persist. Theories such as Simmons’s which re- 
ject outright the need to accommodate authority through obligation 
are just as flawed as those that accept and mask it. Rather, the prob- 
lem lies in the way authority and freedom, community and individual 
are conceptualized. The ways they are defined, their ontological and 
epistemological assumptions, give rise to a concept of human beings 
that ensures that only consent appears to resolve the dilemma. So 
theorists struggle to create an image of consenting citizens even at the 
cost of internal theoretical contradiction and political hypocrisy. This 
construction of a “resolution” does not resolve anything; indeed, it 
only makes the dilemma irresolvable. 

Thus, Pateman ostensibly recognizes the faultiness of the liberal on- 
tology of abstract individualism and argues for democratic commu- 
nity, but then proceeds to utilize a concept of consent that operates at 
least in part from that very same individualism. By urging “full” con- 
sent through her invocation of Rousseau, she inadequately addresses 
the fact that the context of virtue makes consent at best problematic. 
Rawls similarly tries to create a community of justice, but in seeking 
to bind citizens completely to the state he begins from a premise of 
radical and abstract individualism. Because this premise threatens the 
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universality of justice, however, he creates a mechanism through 
which these individuals hypothetically consent to his two principles 
of justice and then actually obey them through a “natural duty.” 
Flathman, who perhaps demonstrates the least severe tension, also 
recognizes community and situates individuals within the social con- 
text of language; but his theory, too, in its emphasis on individual 
assessment of “good reasons,” presupposes an individualism that 
makes obligation inherently problematic. Citizens either obey out of 
habit or else must engage in a formalized Socratic discourse to pro- 
vide “good reasons,” with the at least implied understanding that 
there are definite, even predetermined limits on what kinds of rea- 
sons count as good ones. Walzer’s inability to let go of liberal individ- 
ualism even in the face of his own explicit critique of it causes him to 
abandon the notion of community which he otherwise argues is so 
central to political life and political theory. 

I have suggested that these problems cannot be resolved in the 
terms of the current discourse. The relationship between freedom and 
obligation has been miscast in mutually exclusive terms because of 
the concept of the individual from which it works. As long as individ- 
ualism informs our understanding of individuals, the tension be- 
tween individuals and government will always be seen as a conflict, 
even a contradiction, and this contradiction cannot, by definition, be 
resolved. But even more particularly I maintain that the apparent irre- 
solvability of the contemporary dilemma can be traced, at least in 
part, to the same epistemological gender bias demonstrated in my 
discussions of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. Certainly, unlike these 
three theorists, all of whom make explicit if infrequent and rather 
unflattering references to women, contemporary obligation theorists 
rarely even use the word woman. Hence, the “problem of women” 
does not appear to surface very often in this literature. The ostensible 
reason, presumably, is that modern theorists include women in their 
usage of citizen and even man. A popular claim in the early 1970s 
amidst the burgeoning women’s liberation movement, was that since 
women could vote (despite the fact that they could not in fact vote in 
a number of supposedly democratic countries when many of these 
theories were written), all of the arguments of democratic theory 
could and did apply to women just as much as they applied to men. 
Hence the term citizen could be used in a gender-neutral sense. 

Yet this ostensible equality—the formal equality that is the hall- 
mark of liberalism—denies and displays both a contingent and a 
structural sexism. Tussman’s characterization of the non—fully partici- 
pating citizens of both genders as “child-brides” supports the at least 
implicit notion that women are considered by contemporary theorists 
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to be incapable of true participation in the social contract, and that 
such inability is nothing to be alarmed about. At the more empirical 
level, one can argue that a myriad of restrictions on women’s lives 
stemming from legislative action and inaction—restrictions on abor- 
tion, the lack of state-funded child care, economic and employment 
discrimination, erosion of affirmative action, the rarity of adequate 
maternity leave and its noninclusion in social security and other em- 
ployment benefits, the even greater rarity of any paternity leave at 
all—serve a masculinist state’s interests in keeping women totally oc- 
cupied with the concerns of the private sphere and hence de facto 
safely eliminated from the political realm. 

Affirmitive action may be seen as one attempt to recognize and re- 
dress this situation by equalizing opportunity in substantive ways; 
and it is significant that a major objection to it is that it interferes with 
the market. Thus Allan Bakke charged “reverse discrimination” on 
the basis that he was more qualified—defined as having better test 
scores and grades—than minority candidates granted admission to 
medical school over him. “Equal opportunity” is violated by the fail- 
ure to allow the market free rein: but whose opportunity? whose 
equality? 

In a more general sense, the phenomenon of unequal starting 
points or bargaining positions raises serious problems for consent the- 
ory that go beyond gender to race and class. Since liberal consent 
theory works from stated premises of formal equality, gross substan- 
tive inequality will ensure political inequality, not only in political 
voice in determining the laws but also in the ways the laws apply to 
people. As Rousseau argued (although he did not see the application 
of this principle to gender or race), laws apply unequally to those 
who are unequal. Because equality is defined in the liberal contract in 
formal terms, this inequality can never be redressed. The dominant 
political group has already been able to structure social institutions, as 
well as conceptual definitions, to benefit itself, and it will always be 
ahead as long as freedom, equality, and obligation are defined ab- 
stractly and negatively because such conceptions leave it to the 
worse-off individual to pull herself up by her own bootstraps. 

Yet the problem also has specifically gendered dimensions that ex- 
tend beyond questions such as why Tussman chose the “child-bride” 
imagery and why Rawls asserts that the people in the original posi- 
tion are heads of families, and specifically male heads of patriarchal 
nuclear families.“ These assertions, one could argue, reveal only con- 


Regents of the University of California v. Allan Bakke, 438 U.S. 265 (1978). 
*Rawls (1971), p. 128. See Okin (1989), pp. 94-96, for a discussion of this point. 
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tingently sexist values which could be altered without challenging the 
structure of the theories. Yet such seemingly limited phenomena be- 
tray a more systematic sexism in modern obligation theory, one that 
is again structured into the definition of obligation, and which once 
again turns on the central assumptions of the public-private split. For 
the denial of the relevance to political obligation of the activities of the 
private sphere, such as child care, affective relations and production, 
and reproduction in all its variety, at least implicitly indicates a mas- 
culinist ontological and epistemological framework. 

This is most obvious in the second group of theorists discussed in 
this chapter, those who seek to establish alternate foundations for 
obligation but strive to remain within a liberal voluntarist framework. 
Walzer’s notion of community depends on the idea of shared concep- 
tions—of justice, and hence obligation, which he sees as deriving in 
part from justice—but the relevant question is, Who shares them? 
Not only does the power of white patriarchy make the voices of 
women and other excluded groups practically silent; not only does it 
exclude women from the circle of sharers whose conceptions count; 
but also as I argued earlier about Flathman, certain conceptions, or 
forms of life, may be so deeply entrenched that we cannot envision 
any other options.” In discussing obligation as a practice, Flathman 
fails to include practices of the private sphere in his calculations; the 
“good reasons” approach involves the assessment of public criteria 
only. His invocation of “good reasons” fails to recognize the degree to 
which the criteria for determining which reasons are good already 
betrays a bias toward masculinism in a society in which public ideol- 
ogy is defined by male domination. 

This type of epistemological hegemony is one of the strongest and 
yet most troubling aspects of structural sexism because it predeter- 
mines the silencing of marginalized groups, such as women, and 
systematically excludes their voices from the realm of political philos- 
ophy. For instance, whereas Walzer argues that democracy is incom- 
patible with the family because it brings out particularism and favor- 
itism, he also takes the family as a model for the reconciliation of free 
choice and social embeddedness. The basis for romantic love, and 
hence the modern family, he asserts, is free and equal choice. Yet 
such free choice between equals also entails a range of obligations 
which are not explicitly taken on: “Though I freely choose my spouse, 
I don’t choose my spouse's relatives, and the further obligations of 
marriage are always culturally and not individually determined. Nev- 
ertheless . . . the man and the woman are not only free but equally 
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free. The feeling must be mutual, it takes two to tango, and so on.”™ 
This description of free choice existing in a context of social relation- 
ships which entail bonds and obligations not of an individual’s own 
making is a rich and complex advance over both the radical individu- 
alism of consent theory and the simplistic communitarianism of many 
participatory democratic approaches. Indeed, it might locate Walzer 
in the third group of theorists with Pitkin and Fishkin. 

Yet Walzer’s account is simultaneously blind to the fact that women 
are generally not in fact equally free because of social pressures to 
marry and reproduce. It ignores social limitations on women’s op- 
tions that often make marriage a means of escaping parental domina- 
tion and economic hardship. And it denies the systematic cultural 
undermining of women’s self-worth which results in many women’s 
“choosing” to remain in abusive relationships. His characterization of 
“the family as a kind of welfare state, which guarantees to all its 
members some modicum of love, friendship, generosity, and so on, 
and which taxes its members for the sake of the guarantee,” dismisses 
domestic violence against both women and children, Similarly, his 
remarks on “dating” and laws against adultery as “efforts to defend 
social goods: the ‘honor’ of a woman and her family, for example, or 
the value of marriage or of the exchange or the alliance that marriage 
embodies”” rely on, and yet completely obscure, the treatment of 
women as property on which such conceptions depend. 

Walzer’s masculinist bias is thus revealed as an offspring of that 
found in early social contract theory—a bias that forms a fundamental 
framework of epistemological assumptions and yet is simultaneously 
denied and obscured on the more conscious level of theoretical pre- 
scription. If the “liberal family” that Walzer describes is a model for 
making sense of this attempt to bring out the complex interweaving 
of choice and relationship, then Walzer’s notion of obligation is 
deeply patriarchal. The tortuous contradictions of liberalism are 
clearly revealed: it claims freedom and equality for all, but this claim 
is in fact premised on the unfreedom and inferiority of many. Perhaps 
one reason Walzer is so ambiguous and ambivalent in his thoughts on 
obligation is precisely the fact that his framework of assumptions is 
fundamentally elitist and exclusive, in contradiction to his declared 
“solidarity with the oppressed.”* Recognizing this would force him 
either to revise his theory or to acknowledge his assumptions. 

This sort of ambivalence similarly highlights Rawls’s theory. I ear- 
lier argued that it was Rawls’s refusal to let go of voluntarism that 


*Walzer (1983), p. 235. 
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created contradictions for his theory and produced a notion of politi- 
cal obligation that was problematic, if not superfluous. The question 
then becomes why he gave up consistency, if not for a desire to hold 
on to a liberal conception of the individual. He similarly wishes to 
hold on to liberal conceptions of family and contract. As numerous 
critics have pointed out, gender is a problematic category for Rawls. 
His silence on gender in the original position leads to almost contra- 
dictory conclusions that gender is invisible and at the same time de- 
cided, if not overdetermined.” Rawls both desexualizes and disem- 
bodies people in the original position and yet assumes that sexual 
difference—and sex itself—exists in his reliance on families not only 
to reproduce future generations (the just savings principle would oth- 
erwise be unnecessary) but to produce people in this and every gen- 
eration with a “sense of justice.” 

This approach is revealed to have specifically gendered dimensions 
when we recall that the liberal family is patriarchal and that Rawls 
makes no attempt to challenge, let alone change, this family struc- 
ture. Rawls’s identification of people in the original position as heads 
of households, his remarks about housewives, and other indications 
critics have noted suggest that the “individual” Rawls relies on is spe- 
cifically male. His notion and treatment of the family disallows for 
justice within families, which would require at least an assessment of 
the sexual division of labor. From the perspective of such an assess- 
ment, however, his notion of justice is structurally gender biased. 
Certainly his conception of justice is incompatible with the idea of 
fairness that must be adopted by women in their historical position as 
caretakers and nurturers of children and other family members, The 
notion of distributive justice utilized by Rawls is of questionable rele- 
vance to a “maternal practitioner” who will most likely be required to 
attend to need rather than rights in “distributing resources.” Indeed, 
the assumption of Rawlsian justice that resources are finite, fixed, and 
quantifiable is itself highly problematic from the perspective of moth- 
ering.” 

This systematic obliteration of women’s historical experience sim- 
ilarly pervades the methodology Rawls adopts. The disembodied 
view from nowhere of the original position raises the question 
whether there are people behind the veil of ignorance, much as 
Hobbes’s metaphor of the mushrooms raises questions about whether 
people really populate the state of nature. Although both seek to de- 
velop principles to rule humans, Rawls envisions man as disem- 
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bodied reason just as Hobbes envisions him as machine. As Seyla 
Benhabib holds, an abstracted “generalized other” is the only concept 
of humanity that can operate in the original position. Such concep- 
tualizations systematically deny space to women’s historical construc- 
tion of individuals within affective relationships as “concrete others.” 
The abstraction of the original position denies the concrete realities of 
“affective production.”” 

Thus Rawls’s method—of individualism and rational choice—itself 
betrays a masculinist bias. But according to Susan Okin, what is even 
more puzzling is that Rawls actually fails to meet the appropriate the- 
oretical criteria for rational choice. Indeed, she claims that empathy 
and care are central to the workings of his theoretical mechanism.“ 
Although I disagree with Okin’s claims for empathy in Rawls—the 
point of the veil of ignorance is to ensure that self-interested reason- 
ing in the original position will result in decisions that may appear 
benevolent or empathetic once the veil is lifted but are not themselves 
motivated by empathy behind the veil—her critique of Rawls’s ra- 
tional choice is powerful and shifts our focus. The question is no 
longer why Rawls insists on utilizing rational choice and ignoring 
qualities of care that have been central to women’s experience but 
rather, given that Rawls does include care, why he insists on calling it 
rational choice. This shift parallels my question about obligation: Why 
does Rawls insist on fair play when those who do not accept optional 
benefits and receive only unavoidable benefits are still bound to obey 
the laws through natural duty? What purpose does it serve to hold on 
to voluntarist obligation? 

One answer is that Rawls, like Walzer, wants to retain liberal indi- 
vidualism even when doing so problematizes the rest of his theory. 
Why they are so reluctant to let go of liberal individualism is, of 
course, another and larger question. But by understanding the intel- 
lectual framework of obligation that these theories reveal, we see that 
the claim with which I opened these chapters makes more sense. That 
is, the oppositional definition of individual and community, freedom 
and obligation, which characterizes liberal obligation theory itself be- 
trays masculinism because it obliterates women’s history. The values 
and methods of consent theory reveal their structural gender bias in a 
dependency on this obliteration. | argued that Hobbes, Locke, and 
Rousseau could construct a public realm of male consent only at the 
price of a private realm of female disempowerment. Their notions of 
political obligation and contract were thus sustainable only if 
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women’s historical experience was made invisible to the public eye. 
This same systematic and structural gender bias informs contempo- 
rary notions in the often counterintuitive ferocity with which theorists 
hold on to the public persona of the liberal individual and deny the 
aspects of human life that continue to be relegated to the private 
sphere, the sphere of the so-called inessential—the sphere of women, 

Simmons, for instance, denies that any concept of relationship, 
such as familial relations, produces obligation. Although certain rela- 
tionships of benefaction may generate obligations, as I discussed ear- 
lier, it is clearly not the relationship per se but the transaction of bene- 
fits that grounds the obligation. And such transaction, as I showed, 
must have a voluntary character, according to Simmons. Children 
therefore do not have obligations to their parents, for instance, be- 
cause they did not consent to be born to them. Or even if they do 
“accept,” parents’ provision of benefits is still a shaky ground for obli- 
gation because “the parents have themselves created the needs these 
benefits satisfy (by creating the child who has them).” There may be 
other reasons why children might choose to or should care for their 
parents, but they are not required to do so via obligation unless they 
engage in some consensual practice, such as actively accepting “sig- 
nificant” benefits under the principle of fair play. In contrast, parents’ 
obligations to children stem from the consensual nature of the mar- 
riage relationship and reproduction—not only “the voluntary accept- 
ance of responsibility that sometimes accompanies procreation” but 
“the special responsibilities as well for even the accidental or un- 
wanted consequences of our actions.” The degree to which such rela- 
tionships entail obligations, then, stems from the voluntary factors at 
work in the relationship. Simmons categorically denies “that moral 
obligations are generated by mutual caring (love, friendship, etc.).” 
The “care” account of obligation is flawed because humans have “no 
firm control” over feelings. “It is precisely when feelings have died 
that the point of ascribing moral obligations seems to come most 
clearly into focus. Where love or friendship flourishes, individuals 
give of themselves without any feeling of obligation or moral complu- 
sion.”* Thus care and obligation, feeling and reason, are once again 
clearly delineated, indeed dichotomized. 

Simmons’s uncompromising—and, to my mind, most consistent 
and accurate—presentation of consent theory shows that its founda- 
tional premises require the rejection of a concept of obligation as em- 
bedded in a preexisting network of personal and social relationships. 
Yet it is precisely for this reason that consent theory provides an inad- 


“Simmons (1981), pp. 11, 8, 9- 


Contemporary Obligation Theory 121 


equate account of human life. Practices such as child care and affec- 
tive production, which are not particularly contractual except in the 
most general and disingenuous senses, are ignored by liberal obliga- 
tion theories. Other practices such as marriage are viewed as com- 
pletely contractual without a simultaneous recognition of the noncon- 
sensual and even coercive elements of such practices. Thus Rawls can 
talk of the family in contractual terms and justify the head-of-house- 
hold concept of citizenship. In his discussion of fair play, Rawls, like 
Simmons, asserts that benefits must be actively taken, and he rejects 
the idea that they can be passively received. Therefore relationship, 
needs, dependency, and affection, all of which might generate a fab- 
ric or network of benefits that cannot easily be avoided but make life 
richer or more livable, have nothing to do with obligation proper. 
Walzer, while making specific acknowledgment of family, the private 
sphere, and the “woman question,” locates his vision of politics in 
such an implicitly patriarchal view that women’s experiences are 
made virtually invisible even as they are supposedly acknowledged. 
Flathman’s “good reasons” approach could be made to work for fami- 
lies; members could interact relationally and together discuss what 
reasons are valid for obeying or disobeying parents, honoring or alter- 
ing commitments to children. But the criteria for reasons as located 
within existing language games and forms of life reveal a covert orien- 
tation toward the patriarchal status quo. 

Pateman admits that a focus on consent can be problematic for 
women. In her 1985 afterword to The Problem of Political Obligation, she 
criticizes her own previous work for ignoring the dimensions that 
women’s experience contributes to the need to rethink obligation fun- 
damentally. And in The Sexual Contract she explicitly argues that the 
social contract rests on a prior and patriarchal sexual contract wherein 
women supposedly trade their freedom for male protection. In the 
rejection by Locke and others of father patriarchy as a basis for politi- 
cal right through the establishment of the social contract, Pateman 
argues that the foundation of patriarchy was not eliminated but 
merely transformed into “fraternal patriarchy,” whereby the “brother- 
hood” of men as a group rules over women. Contract is thus “the 
means through which modern patriarchy is constituted,” and the sex- 
ual contract founds civil right.” 

Particularly within the Lockean framework that informs contempo- 
rary consent theory, the idea of property in the person enables con- 
tractarians to assert that those who are in subordinate positions are 
there by choice; and since their positions are a product of choice, they 
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have expressed their freedom rather than limited it by joining in the 
employment, slave, or sexual contract. This myth of contract must be 
preserved because it allows liberalism to safeguard the subordination 
of nonwhites and women. Thus “the ‘individual’ is a patriarchal cate- 
gory.” The individual as owner of property in the person who can 
contract out that property—and, indeed, finds meaning as an individ- 
ual only through such contracts—is a conception that derives from 
institutionalized relations of oppression disguised as freedom. Ac- 
cordingly, modern political societies based on social contracts do not 
merely exclude women and people of color but indeed preclude them 
as conjugal or sexual right becomes a central source of men’s political 
power. 

Pateman’s arguments truly challenge the positivist underpinnings 
of liberalism. But they simultaneously problematize her earlier re- 
marks about obligation and her advocacy of Rousseau’s social contract 
as a model for an egalitarian participatory democracy. Rousseau, as 
we have seen, is a primary perpetrator of the sexual contract as the 
basis for the social contract. Sophie’s sexual and social subordination 
to Emile is essential for the discovery of the general will. These in- 
sights, however, do more than suggest that Pateman’s earlier argu- 
ments do not go far enough; rather, they require a profound shift in 
the epistemological framework used to evaluate consent theory. In 
spite of her excellent critique of liberalism and consent theory, Pate- 
man seems to fall back on similar solutions. Perhaps the reason is that 
she is caught in the same epistemological framework as liberalism. Or 
indeed, to the degree that she utilizes an alternate epistemology, this 
is never explicitly recognized, and even implicitly fought against, 
with the result that she is subject to some (though not by any means 
all, and perhaps not even to the same degree) of the same concerns 
for which she so rightly and effectively criticizes liberal theory.” The 
question that Pateman seeks to address is, How do we get real 
choice? Thus, in spite of her critique she implicitly accepts the liberal 
premise and seeks a more consistent solution. In contrast, the ques- 
tion that needs to be asked is, If obligation, authority, and community 
are really so necessary to human life that even the most radical con- 
sent theorists slip them in as unspoken assumptions, why is it that 
the theorists ostensibly claim such an important role for choice? And 
why is choice constructed so abstractly? Although choice is extremely 
important to feminists, what choice means needs to be reformulated. 

Of course the point of the foregoing critique is not to make a sim- 
plistic endorsement of women’s historical lack of choice as to their 
“obligations.” Rather, it is to highlight the necessity for all humans to 
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take care of the activities traditionally assigned to women which do 
not neatly fit the contract paradigm. Indeed, in institutionalizing the 
public-private dichotomy and assigning women to such activities— 
and conversely restricting such activities to “women’s sphere”—these 
“obligations” are doubly coercive for women. That is, to cover over 
the fact of their coercion, social contract theory denies that women 
have the capacity to engage in consent. This conveniently frees such 
theorists from having to worry about the fact that women have not 
consented and allows them to sweep the entire issue under the rug. 

Because the public-private dichotomy so prominent in the theories 
of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau does not seem to be overtly incorpo- 
rated into modern obligation theory, it may be more difficult to dis- 
cuss the role of women in the theories of Flathman or Simmons or 
Tussman. But the dichotomy provides a fundamental context and 
basis for these theories, an assumption so deeply embedded in them 
that it requires no overt mention. The greater subtlety of the split 
merely establishes its greater perniciousness. In construing obligation 
in such a way that the concept of given obligation is an oxymoron, 
consent theory effectively obliterates from theoretical discussion the 
aspects of life that are not so clear-cut, and it imposes an exaggerated 
and even false clarity on the rest. A feminist analysis reveals that this 
dichotomous situation, like the public-private split itself, is a function 
of and perpetuates a specifically masculinist ontology and epistemol- 
ogy and produces theories that reflect gender-biased values. 

That a feminist theoretical approach is needed to conduct this 
deeper analysis of the problems of liberal obligation theory is signifi- 
cant, just as it is not coincidental that one important challenge to the 
relevance of consent theory lies in women’s experience. This claim 
may best be supported at this point in my argument by an example. 
A woman is raped and becomes pregnant. She does not want this 
child, but abortion is not available to her, for any number of reasons: 
perhaps she is very young and is ignorant that such a thing is possi- 
ble; perhaps it is against her religious and moral beliefs; perhaps she 
cannot afford one, and public funding is not permitted; perhaps abor- 
tion is not legally available (contra Hobbes, I do not consider a “back- 
alley butcher” as constituting a real choice because the option is so 
life-threatening). Let us also assume that adoption is not a possibility 
either, again for a variety of reasons; in earlier days, orphanages were 
deplorable institutions, and perhaps this woman would feel such 
abandonment to be immoral, that two wrongs don't make a right. 
Today, given contractual adoptions and surrogate motherhood, in- 
fants of color and handicapped infants have a more difficult time be- 
ing adopted than white, physically and mentally healthy infants and 
thus may suffer considerably from being put up for adoption. Or per- 
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haps, as women in Carol Gilligan’s abortion study explained, giving 
the baby up for adoption would be so painful as to ruin the woman's 
life.” 

We would have to agree that in this case the woman is not free to 
choose. She did not choose to engage in sexual intercourse, so we 
cannot even say that her actions implied consent to a possible preg- 
nancy (although the patriarchal dictum that a woman who was raped 
was “asking for it” tries to get around the problem through this trans- 
parent device). Certainly I do not mean to imply that all choice is 
foreclosed for all women; women have had numerous options 
throughout history, indeed it is doubtful that women could have sur- 
vived without some choices being available to them. But it is also 
necessary to acknowledge that, at least when compared with men’s 
options, women’s have often not been of their own creation; rather, 
they are frequently loopholes in patriarchy rather than windows of 
opportunity in a sexually egalitarian world. And certainly the particu- 
lar history and possibilities of women’s lives generally foreclose the 
unconditional if not radical choice that liberal theory demands for 
male subjects. So although my construction of the example in this 
choiceless way may seem to resemble the common philosophical tac- 
tic of creating an abstracted situation (the archetypal man on the des- 
ert island), it should not be considered in this light. If I have not 
made my example concrete by focusing on particular historical, racial, 
and social descriptions, it was not to obscure realities but to highlight 
the fact that a myriad of factors can limit or remove choices—and 
have done so—for women of many different backgrounds. The cir- 
cumstances I have suggested are an apt description of the actual situ- 
ation of many women of different racial, historical, and social experi- 
ences who have been faced with unsought and unwanted 
pregnancies. That it is not necessarily a description of all women in all 
conditions is not a sufficient objection. 

Hence, back to the example. During the course of her pregnancy, 
as the fetus becomes a viable being the woman feels it move and 
comes to think of it as a person as well as a part of herself.” When it 
is born, she comes to love the child, and so she meets her “obliga- 
tions” of caring for the child with less hostility than she feared she 
would feel, and perhaps even a measure of satisfaction. Does this 
constitute a case of being obligated against one’s will? She was not 
free to choose her situation. But would we say she is unfree? If she 
loves the child, then we would not say that she is enslaved (bound 
against her will) to it or its upbringing. Yet this love cannot negate the 
absence of choice and free will. It is still true that she did not choose 

“Gilligan (1982), chaps. 3-4. 
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to have the baby and may (indeed, very likely will) suffer because of 
this unsought responsibility. And certainly one does not “choose” to 
love. The question of freedom and free will would seem to be of ques- 
tionable relevance to this woman’s situation; at the least, freedom is 
not the primary conceptual issue. Another concept and framework 
are far more important to this experience and serve as the operative 
concept for her actions: the givenness of obligation itself. 

I must here suppress the desire to qualify this last sentence—ex- 
plaining what I mean by “given” and how that is different from “nat- 
ural,” highlighting the social construction of this givenness through 
the social and historical construction of femininity, reminding the 
reader that my use of the terms feminism and masculinism operates 
from this social construction of gender—because such qualifications 
will keep me from my argument and should become apparent any- 
way as that argument unfolds. The gender-related grounding for 
these concepts of obligation and choice is a theme to be pursued in 
the remainder of this book, and it is one that is, to put it mildly, 
controversial, for it establishes a set of difficult issues and questions 
that challenge political theorists’ fundamental understanding and 
construction of obligation as a political concept in the modern world. 
Yet these challenges are the necessary outcome of the foregoing anal- 
ysis. [f the entrenchment in liberal theory of the public-private dichot- 
omy guarantees the obliteration of women’s experience from our ordi- 
nary-language understanding of political obligation, and if gender 
bias relates to the very epistemological framework that defines the 
conceptual terminology in which theories operate, then any analysis 
of the “problem of women” within the boundaries of existing theories 
of obligation will be able to go only so far. Such analyses will have 
only limited depth by definition, because our conceptual vocabulary 
is itself biased. And if it is specifically women’s exclusion that founds 
these frameworks, then a feminist analysis is required if we are to 
understand fully the epistemological dimensions of liberal obligation 
theory. Indeed, an entire feminist theoretical framework—a meth- 
odology, an epistemology, an ontology, perhaps even to some degree 
a language—must be developed so we may articulate how women’s 
experience challenges liberal theory. By developing a specifically fem- 
inist analysis of the ontology of liberal obligation theory, and how 
that creates its epistemology, we will be able to gain a much deeper 
and more comprehensive understanding of the structural sexism of 
liberal obligation theory. Through this understanding we will not 
only gain a better sense of what is problematic about political obliga- 
tion but perhaps understand how to remedy its deep-rooted flaws as 
well and construct a new, feminist theory of obligation. 


CHAPTER THREE 


The Argument 
from Psychology 


THE PROBLEMATIC relation of women to consent suggests that liberal 
theories of political obligation themselves need to be fundamentally 
rethought. The structural sexism of liberal political theory reveals a 
particular ontological and epistemological framework that is premised 
on women’s exclusion from politics, their representation as less than 
human, and an entire construction of gender as a dualistic hierarchy 
of male over female. And yet the gender bias of these structures can- 
not be fully revealed as long as we remain within the boundaries of 
liberal political theories of obligation, for their frameworks are de- 
signed to mask the very assumptions from which they operate. More 
specifically, the notion that concepts such as natural freedom and 
equality are assumptions, as opposed to objective truths, is obscured. 

Feminist psychology and psychoanalytic theory are particularly 
helpful in the work of analyzing the structural sexism of liberal obliga- 
tion theory, for they reveal “how . . . gender and sexuality develop 
and are reproduced in the individual and thereby in society.” And 
yet gender psychology can be dangerously subject to misinterpreta- 
tion and misreading. I believe this problem stems from the empirical 
science dimensions of psychology. At the empirical level, gender psy- 
chology could be used to affirm that women are different from men, 
and since men have written most of the political theory, the values 
and perspectives that reflect women’s “difference” have been left out. 
This literature could thus provide insight into some of the ways in 
which “natural man” resonates with the notion of male psychosexual 
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development. In this light, structural sexism has a concrete compo- 
nent. 

This empirical aspect of gender psychology is deemphasized in the 
present work, however, in favor of a deeper level of interpretation 
and symbolization. Psychology and psychoanalytic theory provide 
valuable insights into why certain so-called masculine characteris- 
tics—characteristics historically associated with men, but that pertain 
neither necessarily, exclusively, nor universally to any given flesh- 
and-blood male—dominate in western cultures, the cultures within 
which consent and social contract theory were created and still thrive. 
It is increasingly clear that “natural man” is not the universal creature 
theorists such as Hobbes and Locke assumed him to be. Works from 
anthropology and sociology reveal significant differences in other cul- 
tures. The question then becomes, Why has our culture embraced this 
particular notion of man? How does it draw from specifically western 
forms of masculinity? Why has this masculinity gained such ascend- 
ancy? What are the ramifications of these characteristics for politics 
and political theory? 

Thus feminist psychoanalytic and psychological theory as I use the 
terms are less empirical sciences than interpretive frameworks. In 
using gender psychology I do not seek to psychoanalyze individual 
theorists but rather to highlight some of the ways in which particular 
aspects of political theory reflect the cultural-psychological embodi- 
ment of masculinity. Certainly, any study utilizing gender psychol- 
ogy—except perhaps a Lacanian approach that focuses exclusively on 
language’*—must work from the more empirical level to some degree. 
Part of the logic of psychology and psychoanalysis is the attempt to 
understand the meaning that adheres to real social relations; hence its 
reliance on case studies and interviews. But rather than using this 
framework to explain why Locke and others developed social contract 
theory per se, I use it to understand the problem of meaning: not just 
what kind of meaning these theorists intended, for the history of pa- 
triarchy is rife with good intentions, but also what kind of meaning 
readers have derived from it in carrying forward the social contract 
tradition, what kind of meaning it has come to embody in the modern 
world. Gender psychology thus provides a symbolic language that 
can help us begin to understand these meanings in a new way by 
offering a larger theoretical framework: larger because it allows ques- 
tions that a liberal framework forbids, symbolic because the uncon- 
scious gains its most important expression at the cultural level, in the 
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symbols and structures that a culture adopts. I am suggesting that 
social contract theory is one such cultural embodiment. 

Yet at the same time, I am not claiming that mother-only child rear- 
ing “caused” liberalism; that would be reductive and simplistic, at the 
least because mother-only child rearing has existed in nonliberal soci- 
eties as well. Rather, mother-only child rearing is part of, and in turn 
contributes to, patriarchy in its various forms, including liberalism. 
Thus, to understand liberalism, we need to explore its various dimen- 
sions, and mother-only child rearing is one of them. Indeed, the con- 
fluence of liberalism, patriarchy, and capitalism makes my analysis 
possible. I am therefore not engaged here in a simplistic exploration 
of the “causes” of male domination or patriarchy, any more than I am 
interested in the reductive effort to locate a “cause” for liberal obliga- 
tion theory. As with most controversies of this sort, it is probable that 
mother-only child rearing lies somewhere between a “pure” cause 
and a “mere” effect, and that the roots of male domination rose si- 
multaneously and reciprocally with an increasing sexual division of 
labor; but we need not enter that debate here. Rather, I am interested 
in the effects of one on the other, of patriarchy on consent theory. If 
there is any singular cause for social contract theory that political the- 
orists could point to, one would most likely have to identify the his- 
torical and political events surrounding the writing of a particular the- 
ory, the intellectual influences on a writer, and so forth. These points 
are obvious and not disputed here: Locke’s Two Treatises were written 
in response to specific historical events.’ But that begs the question 
being posed here. There were many ways to respond to divine right, 
the exclusion crisis, civil war, and so forth. Why did theorists respond 
in the ways they did? Even given the important political advances 
that social contract theory makes toward humanist democracy, why 
did consent and choice, freedom and equality, contract and authority 
get defined in the particular ways they did? Further still, why did 
these theories, as opposed to others that have until recently been con- 
sidered minor, gain such ascendancy in both scholarly and popular 
discourses of obligation? 


See, for instance, Dunn (1980), Aschcraft (1986), Macpherson (1962), Kramnick 
(1990). 

‘For instance, although Pocock (1975) and others argue that the theorists of the Atlan- 
tic Republican tradition are more influential than liberals such as Locke, this would 
hardly explain why consent theory still has such philosophical and political force in 
contemporary literature; nor would it explain why popular conceptions of obligation, 
for instance in the United States, derive from individualist principles of government by 
consent of the governed rather than a quasi-communitarian duty to preserve the re- 
public. See Hirschmann (1987), chap. 2, for a fuller discussion of this problem; see also 
Kramnick (1990) for a similar response to Pocock. 


The Argument from Psychology 129 


While I will elaborate on this theme of interpretation versus science 
at appropriate points throughout the book, it is necessary to highlight 
it from the start to provide a context for the present chapter and 
indeed the rest of my argument. I say this because in this chapter 
I primarily attempt to represent the arguments presented by Cho- 
dorow, Gilligan, and other feminist psychologists, a considerable task 
in itself, given most political theorists’ unfamiliarity with the litera- 
ture. But this means that my exploration of the interpretive potential 
of these works is not fully undertaken until I apply gender psychol- 
ogy to epistemology and political obligation in the chapters that fol- 
low. The result may be that the literature discussed here would seem 
to be identifying itself as more empirical than interpretive in its notion 
that women, because of their psychosexual development as daughters 
and their role in that development as mothers, exhibit a different ori- 
entation from men toward self and relationships, a different perspec- 
tive on goodness and truth. Indeed, the literature I discuss herein has 
been commonly criticized precisely because it appears to make essen- 
tialist generalizations about what males and females are “really like.” 
But I believe that such readings are reductive, and that symbolism 
and interpretation are far more important to a feminist reading of 
gender psychology. Chodorow herself in more recent work confirms 
this. She implicitly attributes such misreadings to the failure of crit- 
ics to understand the special methods of feminist “social scientists, 
who stand epistemologically between the empiricist scientism of psy- 
choanalysts and the interpretive relativism of humanists.” Yet she 
also challenges this scientism by calling psychoanalysis “a deeply em- 
bedded cultural discourse.” 

I agree with this challenge. Although there are elements of empiri- 
cism in the psychological works, there is also a great deal of inter- 
pretation. Indeed, their primary contribution from a feminist theoreti- 
cal perspective is precisely to point out that what has been taken to be 
“true” in fact represents a particular masculinist reading of primarily 
masculine, and secondarily feminine, experience. Not surprisingly, 
given that my subject matter is political theory, my own analysis may 
display greater affinity for what Chodorow calls the humanities than 
social science (though my approach to political theory makes me as 
much a “social critic” as a “literary critic”).’ So in the discussion that 
follows, even when gender psychology appears to be most important 
in claiming to present new “facts” about females and males, I find its 


See Bart (1984); Bordo (1990), pp. 137-39; Flax (1990). Fraser and Nicholson (1990), 
pp. 29-34; Chodorow, Dinnerstein, and Gottlieb (1984); Spelman (1988), chap. 4. 
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primary significance to lie in the ways in which it challenges previous 
assumptions about what a “fact” is. What are the criteria for claiming 
something is a fact? What constitutes evidence of truth and knowl- 
edge? These questions of interpretation and evaluation represent not 
merely a shift of focus within a unified field of inquiry but rather a 
shift in the discourse itself. 


Object Relations and Gender Construction 


Object relations theory holds that men and boys experience differ- 
ent psychosexual development, gender identification and self-identi- 
fication, and consequent views of and relations to the world than do 
women and girls, and that this is due to the nearly universal social 
fact that women have primary (if not sole) responsibility for the care 
of infants and young children while men are usually totally absent 
from early child rearing. The central tenet of object relations theory is 
the notion that “human beings are created in and through relations 
with other human beings.” It shifts psychoanalytic focus from the 
Freudian oedipal period to the preoedipal period (birth to three years) 
as the period of primary personality formation. 

During the first three years of life a great deal goes on, such as 
perception of the self as a real entity and the development of self- 
other conceptualizations and gender identity, all of which “can only 
occur in and through social (object) relations.”” At an early age—ap- 
proximately three months—the infant realizes its absolute helpless- 
hess, and it comes to recognize its caretaker in recognizing its help- 
lessness and dependence. This means that the infant forms an intense 
attachment—a symbiotic one from its perspective—to the caretaker, 
Formation of this attachment is “the most important task” of the in- 
fant’s first three years.” Since in our society and most others a woman 
is generally the sole caretaker, this attachment is almost always to a 


Flax (1983), p. 250. 

Ibid., p. 251. The works I primarily rely on for my understanding of object relations 
theory include standard ones such as Klein (1950, 1975); Mahler (1968); Mahler, Pine, 
and Bergman (1975); and Winnicott (1965, 1971). But even more important are feminist 
theorists who have pulled out the specifically political potential of object relations the- 
ory and explored the interaction between gender difference and patriarchy. Chodorow 
(1978) is particularly relied on here; see also Chodorow (1974, 1979a, 1979b, and 1989); 
Flax (1978, 1980, 1983, 1990); Benjamin (1980); Keller (1985); and Dinnerstein (1976). For 
a comprehensive view of object relations theory, see Greenberg and Mitchell (1983). 

"Flax (1983), p. 251. My referring to the infant as itself is one example of the poten- 
tially objectifying qualities of object relations parlance; but I self-consciously retain the 
neuter to avoid clumsy construction and confusion, since my use of he and she in this 
section are specific references to male and female. Also, it refers to genderless con- 
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woman. A woman thus provides the infant with the most meaningful 
relationship it is ever to experience, and “the infant develops its sense 
of self mainly in relation to her.”" 

Because of its focus on the mother, this school of psychoanalytic 
thought has lent itself readily to feminist analysis. The institutional 
significance of the social relations of child rearing has much farther- 
reaching ramifications than the concept of personality might allow. By 
recognizing the importance of the role of women in the formation not 
only of personality, which is seen as individual, but also of gender, 
which is cultural, object relations theory highlights the nexus of the 
two and hence women’s role in creating gendered individuals, or cul- 
tured personalities. Feminist theorists such as Nancy Chodorow, Jane 
Flax, and Dorothy Dinnerstein have deepened the arguments of the 
original object relations theories of Margaret Mahler and Melanie 
Klein by analyzing the specifically cultural and even political dimen- 
sions of personality development. What has been assumed to be an 
individual phenomenon is revealed to be cultural and institutional. 
Through theoretical and clinical analysis these theorists argue that the 
experience of being raised by a mother only” creates gendered differ- 
ences that perpetuate the patriarchal sexual division of labor which 
made them possible. It does this by reproducing gender-specific self- 
conceptions and epistemological frameworks. Patriarchy thus repro- 
duces itself through the sexual division of labor by producing person- 
alities that are inclined to replicate existing gender-based structures 
and perceptions of social relations. 

This social structure of child rearing produces significant differ- 
ences in feminine and masculine personality development, according 
to this body of thought. By the age of three, children have formed a 
sexual or gender identity. Or, more precisely, they have formed an 
identity—that is, they see themselves as a self—of which gender is a 
central aspect, having been “with rare exception firmly and irreversi- 
bly established for both sexes” by age three and often as early as 


cepts, and that is appropriate to my discussion of the infant before his or her gender is 
learned. That it also exclusively refers to objects and that we are offended by the use of 
this term in reference to people is testimony to how much we are in thrall to identifying 
gender, and doing so in oppositional terms. 

“Chodorow (1978), p. 78- 
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obvious reasons: their vocabulary of Hegelian struggle and capitalist hierarchy is inap- 
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current relations of child rearing for their own benefit and for the oppression of men, 
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fathers through absence) and avoiding the implication that women (and men) are 
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eighteen months to two years." It is important to note that gender 
identity is not a “natural” development on this reading but a cultural 
one: it “receives its major input from social ascription of sex that 
begins at birth and is cognitively learned concomitantly with lan- 
guage.” Physical experience, and a child’s perception of his or her 
genitals and body, help to create a gendered body ego, but the social 
relations of child rearing and the gendered quality of social relations 
in general are far more important to gender identity formation. Al- 
though one experiences one’s body in a certain way, that experience 
cannot automatically translate into a social category—gender—with- 
out a learned conceptual framework about what that category means, 
The fact that one has a vagina or a penis becomes significant as fe- 
male or male insofar as those concepts exist in a particular relation to 
one another in a particular culture, language, and social-conceptual 
framework, 

The intensity and exclusivity of mother-child relations means that 
gender identity is formed in relation to the mother; girls thus identify 
with her, in recognizing sameness, while boys identify “against” her, 
so to speak, in recognizing a profound disparity. Again, this is not 
because gender is “natural” but rather precisely because it is a cultural 
category of meaning and value which children learn through their 
acquisition of language. But the central elements of exclusivity and 
intensity carry this constructed difference even further; for the mother 
represents for the infant not just a particular gender which one either 
identifies with or differentiates from but also the entire outside world, 
that is, the world outside the infant's self. Hence, if a girl identifies 
with her mother and perceives a basic definitional connection and 
continuity between herself and her mother, she also sees the world 
itself, as represented by her mother, as continuous and connected 
with her. Her “other”—the not-me, the boundary of the self—is very 
much connected to and part of the self. Both self and other are fe- 
male, a crucial factor at this point, since gender identity has such 
importance in the conceptualization of the self. The self is thus identi- 
cal (or at least extremely similar) to the other. The self-other dichot- 
omy is not a dichotomy after all for a girl but rather a continuum, a 
movement from the core self to external objects which she perceives 
as connected to herself. In a sense her self is the other. 

In contrast, the boy, lacking gender identification and self-identi- 
fication with his mother—who for him, as for the girl, represents, 
embodies, is the outside world—perceives a fundamental difference, 
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a basic disjunction, between himself and that outside world. Sim- 
ilarly, the “other” is more radically separated and different from the 
self: “other” is female, “self” is male. Whereas gender identity re- 
quires the girl to feel connected to the (m)other, the boy’s blossoming 
gender identity requires him to feel radically separate, to view his 
differentness as a dichotomy between self and other. Hence, Chodo- 
row argues, “because of their mothering by women, girls come to 
experience themselves as less separate than boys, as having more per- 
meable ego boundaries. Girls come to define themselves more in rela- 
tion to others.” 

The key to understanding the genesis and character of this gender 
difference is the infant’s movement from primary identification into 
the process of separation and individuation, which begins to take 
place at approximately six months. It involves the infant's growing 
perception of a demarcation between the self and the other, specifi- 
cally the mother. “An essential task of infantile development, it in- 
volves the development of ego boundaries (a sense of personal psy- 
chological division from the rest of the world) and of a bounded body 
ego (a sense of the permanence of one’s physical separateness and 
the predictable boundedness of one’s own body, of distinction be- 
tween inside and outside). 

Under ideal conditions (referred to as “good enough social rela- 
tions” by object relations theorists), the period of separation and indi- 
viduation (six months to two years) is a period of recognizing motor 
skills and developing autonomy within the context of the secure care- 
taker relationship. As the child practices its skills, it quickly comes to 
realize its limits and also learns that its mother is not all-powerful. 
Because of the child’s internalization of the relationship with the 
mother, this recognition produces ambivalence between the desire to 
return to symbiosis and the desire to be fully separated. The ideal 
resolution is an acceptance of connection and separateness, a letting 
go of “the early bond without rejecting the other.”” 

In mother-only child-rearing practices, however, this resolution is 
often not attainable. Because his primary identification is with a 
woman, the boy—in order to feel “adequately masculine, distinguish 
and differentiate himself from others in a way that a girl need not— 
must categorize himself as someone apart” to assert his separateness 
from his mother and establish a gendered, adult secondary identity. 
In doing this the boy defines his masculinity “negatively, as that 
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which is not feminine and/or connected to women, rather than pos- 
itively. This is another way boys come to deny and repress relation 
and connection in the process of growing up.” Boys define them- 
selves, as it were, in relations against others, most prominently as not- 
female. 

The father’s absence means that both girls’ and boys’ primary iden- 
tification is with a woman; but it produces problems for identity de- 
velopment after the primary period as well. For a boy, most basically 
it means the lack of an active role model. If the father is absent, the 
boy must identify with abstract notions of an idealized image, in fact 
partly created by his mother. He most likely will also identify only 
with particular aspects of the male role, thus fragmenting his self-con- 
ception of his gender identity. The only concrete self-knowledge he 
has is that he is different from his mother; he is not-female. The boy 
can develop only a “positional identification,” which involves identi- 
fying with only specific aspects of another's role and usually does 
not involve internalizing the other’s values and personality. It is re- 
sorted to as a second-best choice when “personal identification,” 
which grows out of a personal, concrete relationship involving a dif- 
fuse identification with someone else’s general personality, is not 
available or possible.” 

In contrast, a girl’s gender identity is more positive. It is formed by 
a concrete, affective association with her mother as she develops her 
own “personal identification.” Her identity and role are learned 
through active observation. Her mother is there with her for much of 
the time. She does not have to imagine or abstract her identity. Yet in 
calling her identity positive, we should recognize that there are still 
severe difficulties for girls, as Mahler notes in her theory of the three 
stages of preoedipal development: symbiosis, practicing, and rap- 
prochement. The gist of her theory is that because mothers are less 
available emotionally for forming an early symbiotic bond with 
daughters and more ambivalent about daughters’ move to the separa- 
tion stage, mothers may inhibit that move, or at least not give daugh- 
ters the necessary push all children require. The daughter emerges 
from this period feeling somewhat confused and tied to the mother’s 
own psychosexual feelings in an intense and ambivalent way. The 
inadequacy of this phase for girls creates further inadequacies in sub- 
sequent developmental phases and reverberates throughout the girl’s 
life. For instance, in the practicing stage, the girl feels less free than a 
boy to leave the mother to explore her developing powers over the 

"Ibid. 
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world. In rapprochement, where gender enters most explicitly into 
psychic development, the girl finds it much more difficult to complete 
her separation from her caretaker and turn to a secondary, adult iden- 
tity. 

Thus, the very process of identification for girls is relational, 
whereas for boys it tends to deny relationship and emphasize abstrac- 
tion and fragmentation, “A tie between affective process and role 
learning—between libidinal and ego-development—characterizes 
feminine development. . . . For [boys], the tie between affective proc- 
esses and role learning is broken.”” The boy’s shift from primary to 
secondary identification is a shift from a person to a position, a role, 
an abstract idealization—basically to something that is vastly re- 
moved and separate from the self, which is a concrete entity. In direct 
contrast, the girl must make this shift to the very same person, her 
mother. That is, she must move out of one kind of relationship with 
her mother into a new kind of identity relationship, exhibiting new 
dynamics and a new concept of self, with the very same person.” Just 
as the boy’s identification with an abstraction makes it difficult for 
him to maintain connection and trust in later life, so does the girl’s 
difficulty in breaking away from her primary identification inhibit her 
sense of separateness. 

Moreover, the girl’s situation is compounded by the fact of her fa- 
ther’s rejection, his refusal to be available for secondary identification. 
As a microcosm of the universal cultural devaluation of women, this 
rejection makes her secondary identification problematic in an addi- 
tional way. The process of developing a self-identity requires feeling 
that one’s self is valuable; but the girl must identify herself with, in- 
deed is told she is, someone of relatively little social value.” She be- 


Chodorow (1978), p- 175. 

=Ibid., p. 177- 

The issue of sexualization should perhaps be disussed here, as it highlights another 
difference the absence of the father produces. Chodorow and others assert that the 
mother “sexualizes” the son, that is, puts him into the oedipal relation at an earlier age 
than the daughter. Chodorow (1978), pp. 107, 134, and passim. Although Chodorow is 
unclear on this point, such sexualization involves the recognition of sexual identity and 
hence of the potential for adulthood and autonomous independence. The mother does 
this not only because she perceives her son as different from herself but also because it 
is a cultural expectation and a characteristic of the social gender landscape; the expecta- 
tion that a boy will be separate and independent is a self-fulfilling prophecy. Indeed, 
the mother recognizes her son as a member of the socially superior gender. Mothers do 
not recognize daughters’ sexual identity and potential for adulthood for parallel rea- 
sons: mothers do not wish to help daughters out of the preoedipal relation, as Flax 
indicates (see discussion in text). Perceiving her daughter as like herself, she treats her 
as such, thus both replicating her own feelings of continuity with her own mother and 
complementing her daughter's identical preoedipal feelings. 

In contrast, fathers often sexualize daughters, and at an even earlier age than 
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gins to become conscious of social gender differentiation and devalua- 
tion of the female and suffers “a gender specific lessening of self 
esteem as well.” Finally, she usually cannot turn to the father for 
psychic help in this period, since he is less available to her than he is 
to the son. Thus the girl is “thrown back on the very person from 
whom she was unable to differentiate completely” in the first place. 
Whereas the boy’s complete turn to the father, the “figure of social 
authority,” provides the basis for his own sense of social power, the 
girl “cannot repress the female part of herself and totally reject the 
mother, because it is precisely at this stage that she is coming to an 
awareness of her own femaleness, that is, her gender.”* The girl is 
thus dependent on her mother—a person who is herself plagued by 
the same personality problems and deep-seated belief in her own and 
her daughter's imperfection and inferiority—for the approval and 
sense of self-worth necessary for forming an identity, when this kind 
of dependence on her mother is precisely what prevents the girl from 
developing a fully separate identity. 

It should be obvious at this point that differences in boys’ and girls’ 
relationality are compounded not only by the father’s absence but 
also by the mother’s differential treatment of sons and daughters. Al- 
though the possibility of blaming the mother is one of the most trou- 
bling aspects of object relations theory from a feminist perspective, it 
is necessary to note how daughters become constructed through gen- 
der into adults who reproduce the patriarchal cycle of mother-only 
child rearing. Flax argues that a mother unconsciously views her rela- 
tionship with her daughter as a means to resolve preoedipal issues 
left over from her relationship with her own mother, issues left unre- 


mothers do sons. But the situation is not parallel, and the daughter suffers rather than 
benefits from such sexualization for two reasons. First, it does not push the daughter 
out of the preoedipal relationship, since no such relationship exists with the father. 
Second, and more important, the content of fathers’ sexualization is far more abstract 
and objectifying than that of mothers’ sexualization of sons. For instance, fathers em- 
phasize dressing their daughters in traditionally “feminine” clothing far more than 
mothers; they encourage, reward, and often respond only to flirtatious behavior from 
daughters. Chodorow (1978), pp. 118-19; Macoby and Jacklin (1975), p. 329. This dif- 
ference in sexualization reaches its most grotesque proportions in the fact that fathers 
tape daughters and commit other forms of incestual abuse with far greater frequency 
than mothers do with children of either sex. Although such behavior is far from the 
norm, it indicates certain cultural notions of femininity and masculinity that allow and 
even encourage fathers to sexualize daughters in ways that emphasize an abstract femi- 
ninity rather than treating sexual identity as an indication of personhood. And in seek- 
ing to turn to the father for a secondary identity, the girl receives the paradoxical mes- 
sage that, in order to receive her father’s attention and approval, she must seek a 
secondary identity through her mother: she must be “feminine.” 

“Flax (1978), p- 177- 

*Ibid., p. 178. 


The Argument from Psychology 137 


solved because her mother unconsciously used her for the same pur- 
pose.* This produces a greater internal conflict for mothers of girls by 
repeating the woman's unresolved wishes concerning her own 
mother, thus resulting in confusing, unconscious expectations for the 
daughter to “mother” her mother. And as I noted earlier, according to 
Mahler this conflict in the mother means that the first symbiotic stage 
of infant development is fraught with confusion and is often never 
satisfactorily achieved for a girl. Because of gender difference the boy 
is more likely to achieve a satisfactory symbiosis and hence to have all 
the resources needed for adequate development of self in later stages. 

This situation obviously produces confusion for the girl—Has she 
really left her primary identification behind? How can she know that 
she has if there is no break but only a fluid continuity?—and greatly 
interferes with her ability to develop a separate sense of self. Her later 
development is suffused with preoedipal issues, and her adult iden- 
tity is deeply entwined with feelings about her mother. As a girl is 
thrown back on her mother, she fails to complete the separation 
process. Her mother, as a not fully separated person herself, sub- 
consciously perceives her daughter's situation and is able to continue 
to experience her daughter as like herself, as continuous, on a deeper 
level: they are sisters in diffuse identity as it were. Thus the daughter, 
in a continuous cycle of attempting to leave the mother and being 
pulled back by the proverbial twitch upon the thread, “continues to 
experience herself as involved in issues of merging and separation.” 

Although such an experience has its obvious difficulties for daugh- 
ters, its disadvantages are exacerbated by a context of patriarchy that 
predetermines its denigration. Such an experience of relationship and 
personal identification provides the basis for a strong sense of self, 
but only if we redefine the atomistic self of masculine autonomy to 
reflect an idea of self-in-relationship, a self that draws strength from 
connection. From this perspective the strengths of girls’ experience is 
revealed. In particular, Chodorow says: 


Girls emerge from this period with a basis for “empathy” built into their 
primary definition of self in a way that boys do not. Girls emerge with a 


*Flax (1978), esp. p. 174, says that mothers tend to identify more strongly with their 
infant daughters than sons: “They do not seem to have as clear a sense of physical 
boundaries between themselves and their girl children” as in their relationships with 
their sons. Similarly, clinical evidence reveals that female therapy patients commonly 
express a lack of “sense where they end and their mothers begin, even in a literal, 
physical way.” This does not happen to boys, Flax argues, because the “fact of gender 
differences with boy babies enforces, on the mother’s part, a sense that the child is ‘not 
me,’ is other than me.” 

“Chodorow (1978), p- 166. 
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stronger basis for experiencing another's needs or feelings as one’s own 
(or of thinking that one is so experiencing another's needs and feelings). 
. . - From very early on, then, because they are parented by a person of 
the same gender (a person who has already internalized a set of uncon- 
scious meanings, fantasies, and self-images about this gender and brings 
to her experience her own internalized early relationship to her own 
mother), girls come to experience themselves as less differentiated than 
boys, as more continuous with and related to the external object-world 
and as differently oriented to their inner object-world as well.” 


Feminist object relations theorists hold that such an experience and 
definition of self is a source of strength, and may even provide an 
advantage over masculine experience. For at the same time, because 
the boy “has engaged, and been required to engage, in a more em- 
phatic individuation and a more defensive firming of experienced ego 
boundaries,” his separation is exaggerated. Because they are pushed 
out of the preoedipal relationship, boys are forced to curtail the empa- 
thic tie with the mother, and hence lack this basis for empathy. For 
the boy, oedipal issues have become fused with preoedipal issues, 
and “issues of differentiation have become entwined with sexual is- 
sues.” The understanding of love between two people becomes con- 
fused with the fear of loss of self. The resolution of this odepial crisis 
is repression, specifically and most centrally the repression of the 
need for relationship.” 

From the feminist perspective that relationship is of central impor- 
tance to humans, such repression is deeply problematic. Indeed, the 
idea of connection raises the question as to how the boy can deny 
relationship if it is so central to his self-identity. But again, patriarchy 
provides the answer: dichotomous gender difference under patriarchy 
allows the boy to project all frustration from this early period onto his 
mother and then to split off this “object” from himself. In becoming 
not-female and turning to the father (or, more precisely, the father’s 
role), the boy develops his autonomy and deals with ambivalence “by 
denial (of having been related), by projection (women are bad; they 
cause these problems), and by domination (mastering fears and 
wishes for regression by controlling, depowering, and/or devaluing 
the object).”” The girl cannot engage in such repression and denial 
because it is precisely at this age that recognition of her gender iden- 
tity becomes important; she is thus dependent on a close psychic tie 


lbid., p. 167. 

“Ibid., pp. 166-67. Chodorow goes so far as to assert that men “look to relationships 
with women for narcissistic-phallic reassurance rather than for mutual affirmation and 
love” (p. 196), though | believe she overstates the case. 

“Flax (1983), p- 253- 
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with her mother even as the boy’s identity depends on severing that 
tie. The cycle thus repeats itself, as patriarchy contributes to the con- 
struction of gendered identities and social relationships that in turn 
reproduce patriarchy. 

Thus, although all children proceed developmentally from sym- 
biosis to autonomy, it might appear that males achieve more success 
in achieving autonomy while females tend to remain in a more sym- 
biotic relationship with the primary caretaker and their own primary 
identity. But such a claim is already biased in favor of the masculine 
model of separation. In reality, the differences in masculine and femi- 
nine experience can be seen to turn on two different conceptions of 
autonomy, just as they turn on two different senses of self. In the 
masculine model of development the sense of self and autonomy are 
conceptualized “reactively,” that is, as a reaction against the mother. 
Reactive autonomy “confuses autonomy with separation and inde- 
pendence from others.” Reactive autonomy is thus “static auton- 
omy,” in Evelyn Fox Keller’s terms, because it is locked into a reduc- 
tive and negative conception of the self as not-mother. If autonomy is 
defined as “the psychological sense of being able to act under one’s 
own volition instead of under external control,”" and turns on indi- 
viduality and the integrity of the self, then reactive autonomy is self- 
defeating; it in fact robs the individual of self-creative agency, for such 
autonomy is premised on an artificial separateness that cannot be sus- 
tained without repression, and on abstract roles and rules, which are 
external to the self, for identity. Reactive or static autonomy “pre- 
cludes the creative ambiguity without which neither love nor play, 
nor even certain kinds of knowledge, can survive.”* This masculine, 
reactive conception of agency “manifests itself in self-protection, self- 
assertion and self-expansion . . . in the formation of separateness 

. . in isolation, alienation, and aloneness . . . in the repression of 
thought, feeling and impulse.”* It thus reveals “not so much confi- 
dence in one's difference from others as resistance to (even repudia- 
tion of) sameness, not so much the strength of one’s own will as the 
resistance to another's, not so much a sense of self-esteem as uncer- 
tainty about the durability of the self—finally not so much the secu- 
rity of one’s ego boundaries as their vulnerability. ”” 

“Relational autonomy,” in contrast, operates from a notion that the 
self is conceived in terms of, and draws strength from, relationships 


‘Keller (1985), p- 97. 

2Ibid., p. 98. 

*David Bakan (1966), cited in Chodorow (1974), pp. 55-56. 
“Keller (1985), p. 102. 
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with others. Although David Bakan may go too far in saying that the 
“communal” personality he attributes to girls exhibits “the sense of 
being at one with other organisms . . . the lack of separateness . . . 
contact, openness, and union . . . noncontractual cooperation . . . the 
lack and removal of repression [of thought, feeling, and impulse],”” it 
is clear that relational autonomy, or what Keller calls “dynamic auton- 
omy,” “is a product at least as much of relatedness as it is of delinea- 
tion” and “reflects a sense of self . . . as both differentiated from and 
related to others.”* Many psychoanalysts and psychologists—and 
particularly object relations theorists—construe this model of auton- 
omy as preferable because it more accurately reflects the reality of 
how we have come to be the individuals that we are, that is, through 
intimate relations with particular persons. Indeed, D. W. Winnicott 
describes this as “the true self.”” Hence, as Keller argues, dynamic or 
relational autonomy “gives rise to a sense of agency in a world of 
interacting and interpersonal agents with whom and with which one 
feels an essential kinship, while still recognizing, and accepting, their 
independent integrity.” Agency thus derives from recognizing “the 
differences between oneself and another” and yet also “acting on 
others more or less like oneself.”* 

In light of reactive and relational autonomy, then, it can be seen 
that object relations theory, and particularly a feminist reading of it, 
provides a very different way of conceptualizing the individual, one 
that argues against the concept found in liberal obligation theory. 
There, relationships need to be justified. Separation and individual- 
ism are taken not only as givens but as the most desirable, most “hu- 
man” forms of life. Object relations theory challenges the hegemony 
of this notion of the individual by revealing the pathologies of these 
forms. While object relations recognizes the problems of overiden- 
tification typically found in women’s development, it also reveals the 
strengths of the relationship orientation found in this feminine 
model. Indeed, although I have tried to highlight the problems of 
both models, a feminist reading of object relations theory is not merely 
engaged in an argument that feminine and masculine models of de- 
velopment are simply separate but equal (that is, equally problem- 
atic). Rather, it reveals that the masculine emphasis on individuation 
and separation is more problematic than women’s connectedness, 
partly because it has caused relationality and connection to become 
subverted in the modern world. The weaknesses of the feminine 
model—particularly the so-called failure to separate adequately—are 


*Cited in Chodorow (1974), pp. 55-56. 
*Keller (1985), p: 99. 

*Ibid.; and see Winnicott (1971). 
“Keller (1985), pp. 99-100. 
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weaknesses predominantly from the perspective of masculine experi- 
ence. By problematizing that experience, and revealing that many of 
its pathologies can be addressed by feminine experience, object rela- 
tions “emphasizes not only that separateness, not connectedness, 
needs explaining, but that intersubjectivity and the mutual recogni- 
tion of the other and the self are fundamental to satisfactory develop- 
ment.”” This kind of feminist psychoanalysis provides a cultural loca- 
tion for the modernist conception of the individual as masculine, and 
suggests that a reconsideration of the historically devalued feminine 
can help produce a notion of the self that is richer, more complex, 
and perhaps more balanced than the reductive models of public man 
and private woman that pervade a social contract conception of poli- 
tics. 

Furthermore, this shift in notions of selfhood and the individual 
brings with it new concepts of morality, value, and even knowledge. 
If boys and girls develop different self-conceptions, orientations to- 
ward the object world, and conceptions of it, it is likely that contrast- 
ing value judgments will follow from these differences. Therein lies 
the first key to understanding the significance of object relations the- 
ory for political obligation: it suggests that ontology can influence, or 
even create, moral values and a moral perspective. A grounding in a 
particular moral perspective will likely give way to the construction of 
political theories that utilize those perspectives. If these moralities are 
redefined—say, away from one that takes the individual as separate 
and hence morally privileges the individual over society, to one that 
takes the individual as connected and gives moral primacy to relation- 
ship—then the vision of politics that is created to support that moral- 
ity must also change. 


Moral Psychology and Women's Voices 


This claim may seem puzzling. On what grounds can it be asserted 
that morality will arise from personality and from these experiences? 
If morality were merely a question of personality, then morality 
would be different for every person. Am I defending moral relativism 
and subjectivism? There is an important difference between saying 
that morality is shaped by personality and saying that it is shaped by 
personality development. The latter involves the structural and insti- 
tutionalized dimensions of culture within which the former can take 
place; it highlights the cultural practices and contexts within which 
individuals come to see themselves and others as such. 


*Chodorow (1989), p. 185. 
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Within a psychoanalytic framework in particular, morality and the 
moral sense develop with and through the emergence of the super- 
ego; and superego is formed by the introjection of the “admonishing 
parent.”* In a broad sense, introjection of the mother in the formation 
of the superego, and hence of values and ideas that guide moral deci- 
sion making independent of consciously learned values, will neces- 
sarily involve very different things for girls and for boys under 
mother-only child rearing. Specifically, boys would introject a concept 
of difference, of decisive boundaries, in introjecting a mother who 
is different, “not-me.” In this, admonishment—ranging from with- 
drawal of the breast during feeding to inhibition of masturbatory ac- 
tion to facial expressions and, as the child gets older and acquires 
language, harsh words and physical punishment—would appear to 
the boy to originate from a source completely distinct from the self. 
The superego is hence the introjection of externality. A girl would 
introject an entity to which she feels strongly connected. Admonish- 
ment comes from a source that is as much “me” as “not-me” (or even 
more so). These differences would likely be compounded by—if they 
do not partially cause—social customs that censure girls for separa- 
tion, boys for attachment.“ 

Thus, if the superego is formed out of these infantile experiences, 
we find a superego in girls that is likely to value relation and connec- 
tion, one in boys that is more likely to value separation and rules. 
And if there are systematic cultural variants that tend to create sim- 
ilarities among girls and boys, superego development is not merely 
personal but cultural and institutional as well. Accordingly, moral 
systems, which are created by humans, should reflect the systematic 


“Chodorow (1978), p. 43- 

“For instance, the epithets “sissy,” “mama's boy,” “tied to his mother’s apron 
strings” reinforce male values along these lines. Modern western society tends to scorn 
or be suspicious of grown men who live with their mothers, as well as “henpecked” 
and “pussy-whipped” husbands, for such men cannot and do not retain control over 
women. As Rousseau argued in Emile, men must either dominate women or be 
“dragged to their deaths.” As to women who assert separation, the old double stand- 
ard—“he’s aggressive, but she’s a bitch”—is echoed in Gilligan’s discussion of The- 
matic Aperception Tests (see my discussion later in this chapter), in which men are 
rewarded for success but women are punished because of the disconnection entailed in 
being at the top of a hierarchy. And certainly the incidence of violent rape and the 
concomitant difficulties for female victims in prosecuting and securing conviction is 
only one frightening manifestation of cultural sanctions against women who venture 
into the public realm alone. Indeed, these gender differences can be seen to compound 
one another. In object relations terms, the working out of the male’s subconscious 
aggression against the mother which is the source of the male's fear of connection 
creates a social phenomenon (violence against women) that reinforces the female's fear 
of isolation, which derives initially from her relationship to her mother. Socialization 
and social practices thus interact with and support the psychic effects of mother-only 
child rearing. 
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differences between male and female development. Since men have 
for the most part been the authors of moral theories and codes, these 
may well reflect, at least in part, their culturally and institutionally 
influenced superego development. 

In a parallel vein, if women’s personality and ontological perspec- 
tive revolve around connection, empathy, relationship, and merging, 
a theory of morality based on that experience would reflect these 
characteristics as values. A moral perspective arising from women’s 
psychic experience would take as its basis the notion that people are 
ineluctably connected, not separate, and that relationships are of pri- 
mary importance. Women’s ways of experiencing the world would 
thus become translated into prescription, just as the dominant ideol- 
ogy of individualism, rights, and property can be seen to reflect mas- 
culine hyperdifferentiation (where the object’s subjectivity is denied), 
positional identification with aspects of an abstract role, and fragmen- 
tation of that identification. This would point toward a moral schema 
that emphasizes empathy, or emotional inner connection based on 
perceived similarities and concrete relationships, rather than formal 
agreements between abstract individuals. Such a morality would be 
likely to embody principles of care, responsibility, and human con- 
nection. It would also emphasize individuality in relationship and re- 
ject abstract individualism. That is, it would embrace relational auton- 
omy, or a strong sense of self that recognizes, and does not feel 
threatened by, inescapable and intense connections to others; and it 
would reject reactive autonomy, an exaggerated conceptualization of 
independence that is a reaction against the (m)other. 

In the masculine model of development, in which the notion of 
separation is primary, the formation of the superego involves introjec- 
tion of externally created standards and rules that have been articu- 
lated and explained, and which are conceived and applied universally 
and impartially, regardless of relational contexts. For the feminine 
model, it would seem that it is not what the rules say that is impor- 
tant but whether following a certain rule or performing a particular 
action displeases the mother. There is an evaluation of the rules based 
on relationship, which is seen as prior to the rules. Thus a morality 
derived from a feminine orientation would eschew rigid reliance on 
rules as the externalized superego and, accordingly, the principle of 
abstract rights. It would rely instead on inductive reasoning that re- 
fers to contextual considerations and that flows from a stronger, more 
solid superego that is flexible and willing to adapt to change. It would 
begin from an assumption of social connection and obligation, not 
from an assumption of isolation and “natural” freedom, and it would 
give priority to human relationships. 
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Carol Gilligan has argued for just such a construction of a so-called 
feminine moral schema.” Gilligan’s work traces gender differences in 
psychology and moral development. It began in an examination of 
case studies and tests done by Lawrence Kohlberg, whose studies of 
children’s moral development have contributed significantly to con- 
temporary beliefs that girls’ morality is retarded.“ Gilligan offers a 
reinterpretation of Kohlberg’s findings and discusses the results of 
her own tests. She rejects the notion that women’s moral perspective 
and methodology are regressive, arguing instead that women have 
developed and maintained their own moral logic that is in many ways 
more consistent than the dominant moral discourse of rights dia- 
logue. 

The foundation for this difference is based on self-other conceptual- 
izations. Like Chodorow, although on a different basis, Gilligan 
found that women emphasized relationship and connection and 
feared isolation, whereas men emphasized individualism and feared 
loss of self in connection. For instance, in Thematic Aperception Tests 
given to college students, significant sex differences were noted in the 
location of danger in connection and separation, with men perceiving 
danger to themselves in pictures indicating closeness and relation- 
ship, while women perceived danger in situations of isolation, 
whether in a dark alley or at the top of a hierarchy.” For example, in 
response to a picture of trapeze artists performing, women explicitly 
created safety nets where none existed in the picture, insisting that 
maintaining the safety and well-being of the artists and keeping the 
group together were more important than the prestige afforded by 
working without a net. Men, by contrast, created stories in which, for 
example, the woman trapeze artist is purposely dropped by the man 
because she has been unfaithful to his friend. Both males and females 


"Gilligan (1982) is the primary focus of this discussion, but the essays in Gilligan et 
al. (1988) and Gilligan, Lyons, and Hamner (1990), as well as Belenky et al. (1986), also 
influence my understanding and application of this kind of gender psychology. This 
work has been the center of a great deal of controversy, which I do not wish to ignore; 
see Tronto (1987) and Kerber et al. (1986). But, as will become clear in my argument, | 
am not invested in any sort of reductive notion that men and women think differently; 
rather, I am interested in locating possible sources of difference—not necessarily differ- 
ences between men and women but between liberal obligation theory and nondomi- 
nant voices—and in determining what those differences are. 

*See Kohlberg (1984) for a recapitulation of the Heinz dilemma and other tests ini- 
tially conducted by Kohlberg. 

“Although expectations of violence stemming from isolation may be grounded in 
actual fact, this does not change the theory of morality. A woman may be afraid of 
being alone because of the evidence of real violence against women, but that does not 
deny the validity of the claim that women do fear isolation. Gilligan cites Chodorow’s 
work as a reasonable source of gender differences, but she maintains no investment in 
such a reading and would allow for other sources of the differences she mentions. 
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created stories not self-evident in the pictures, and both identified 
violence or its potential, but they located it in different ways: females 
feared the violence (death) arising from the separation implied by the 
lack of a safety net, whereas males linked death to love.* 

This different relational schema lends itself to different moral out- 
looks. Gilligan’s findings indicate that males, when thinking about 
moral issues and questions, tend to think primarily in terms of rules 
and general principles, rights that pertain to the individual as such, 
and legality; they tend to disregard the relational context of a particu- 
lar moral dilemma and attempt instead to refer to or establish general 
rules and principles to guide their moral decision about what the cor- 
rect action would be in a given dilemma. They are concerned with 
exhibiting the formal constraints of logic and rational thought in their 
attempt to arrive at a conclusion that anyone with the same informa- 
tion could reach. In contrast, she argues, females, when thinking 
about moral problems, are typically more concerned with relation- 
ships, responsibilities, and the contextual factors of a particular moral 
dilemma. For females, 


the moral problem arises from conflicting responsibilities rather than 
from competing rights and requires for its resolution a mode of thinking 
that is contextual and narrative rather than formal and abstract. This con- 
ception of morality centers moral development around the understand- 
ing of responsibility and relationships, just as the conception of morality 
as fairness ties moral development to the understanding of rights and 
rules. (p. 45). 


The notion that men and women follow these two different lines of 
moral reasoning is certainly not contradicted by her predecessors.“ 
Gilligan’s point, however, is to challenge their belief that the rights 
model (alternatively called the “justice conception” by Gilligan) is the 
only one that is correct and that the relationship model (or “care con- 
ception”) is deficient and confuses morality with other things, such as 
love. Quite the opposite, Gilligan says: for the girls and women she 
studied, morality and love are not confused; they are related in im- 


Gilligan (1982), p. 44. Subsequent references to this work are cited in the text. It is 
interesting to note that in both the men’s and women’s stories reported by Gilligan, 
violence is always the woman's “fault”; she has deviously ruptured a relationship with 
a man and then pays the price. Even more interesting, this blame is sometimes taken 
on by women respondents as well. In response to a picture of a woman scientist at 
work, one woman wrote a story in which the woman, at the top of her medical school 
class, is maimed by her jealous fellow students. In setting herself apart from her col- 
leagues, she “asks for it.” 

“See, for example, Freud, Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality; Piaget (1965); Kohl- 
berg (1984); Bull (1969). See also Chodorow (1978), p- 173- 
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portant ways.” Rather than being unable to understand the concept 
of a rule, or being morally deficient because they do not “see” that 
rules guide morality, Gilligan asserts, following Piaget, that girls are 
“more tolerant in their attitudes towards rules, more willing to make 
exceptions” (p. 10) according to the human needs in a given situation. 

Piaget concluded from his observations that girls lacked the “legal 
sense” and hence were deficient in moral reasoning ability. Gilligan 
concludes instead that girls are merely centered in a different perspec- 
tive and that this flexibility is a source of moral strength. She argues 
that females tend to use caring as a standard for morality: they “judge 
themselves in terms of their ability to care” (p. 17). This care concep- 
tion is far from regressive, however; it has integrity and consistency, 
and it reveals and accommodates much that is significant about our 
lives that the rights model denies or ignores. 

Two studies make this point particularly clear, the “Heinz di- 
lemma” and Gilligan’s abortion study. In the former, originally one of 
Kohlberg’s studies, eleven-year-old children of both sexes were asked 
to respond to this moral dilemma: Heinz is a man whose wife is fa- 
tally ill. The medicine she needs to help her is too expensive for him 
to buy. Should Heinz steal the drug? Gilligan selects for discussion 
the responses of a boy and a girl that elucidate most brilliantly the 
problem of interpretation and the significance of women’s voice. 

The boy, Jake, maintains unequivocally that Heinz should steal the 
drug because “human life is worth more than money” (p. 26). Seek- 
ing to establish and follow general precepts and principles in apply- 
ing this case to the rules, Jake emphasizes the need to arrive at the 
solution “rationally,” so that any other person will be able to reason 
to the same conclusion. Heinz is justified in breaking the law on this 
basis; although laws are important, they “make mistakes,” which can 
be corrected in a court of law by a judge using the same process of 
rational deduction. Hence, a judge trying Heinz’s case “should give 
Heinz the lightest possible sentence” because his action was “the 
right thing to do” (p. 26). In contrast the girl, Amy, maintains that 
Heinz should not steal the drug but rather should seek some other 
form of action, some other means to solve the problem; for if he does 
steal and goes to jail (as he most assuredly will), “his wife might get 
sicker” (p. 28), and the jailed Heinz would be unable to help her fur- 
ther. 

Amy’s allegedly naive response highlights several deficiencies in 
Jake’s reply. First, the wife is brought into the picture and recognized 
as part of a triangle of people rather than considered as Heinz’s 


“Gilligan (1984). 
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“property” to be balanced against the druggist’s property (the medi- 
cine or the money to be gained from its sale) and found more valu- 
able. Second, the marriage relationship is dealt with realistically. The 
problem is not abstracted out of the context of the woman's continued 
need for her husband's help. Rather, the assumption is that relation- 
ships are a continuing need and a central aspect of human life. Qual- 
ity of life is as important as living itself; and perhaps the woman does 
not wish to risk her husband's incarceration. Third, rather than see- 
ing the right to property and the right to life balanced in formal medi- 
ation (Heinz steals the drug and a judge decides it is a right action), 
Amy finds the solution to this problem in consultation and discus- 
sion, with all parties being considered and a compromise being 
reached: perhaps Heinz could “pay back the money later.” If Heinz 
and the pharmacist had talked the problem out long enough, she in- 
sists, they could have agreed on “something besides stealing” (p. 29). 

Although an approach of this type has been viewed traditionally as 
regressive by the standards of psychological testing as well as in 
moral theory, precisely because it does not use logic and standard 
formal categories of thought, in fact Amy’s response is remarkably 
sophisticated, displaying a rich understanding of the complexity of 
the dilemma and of the relations among the people involved. Begin- 
ning from a framework that logical reasoning is a given shared by all, 
Jake assumes that logic will produce a clear answer. Amy, believing 
that connection is universal, is equally sure that communication will 
provide a solution. 

The problem for Amy, however, is compounded by the fact that the 
questioner does not share her perspective and hence cannot hear her 
answer: 


Amy is answering a different question from the one the interviewer 
thought had been posed. Amy is not considering whether Heinz should 
act in this situation (“Should Heinz steal the drug?”) but rather how Heinz 
should act in response to his awareness of his wife’s need (“Should 
Heinz steal the drug?”). The interviewer takes the mode of action for 
granted, presuming it to be a matter of fact; Amy assumes the necessity 
for action and considers what form it should take. (p. 31) 


The bias toward the masculine response is built into the questions 
themselves and is part of the evaluative framework the interviewer 
uses in assessing all responses. This creates a cyclical problem as the 
interviewers find what they want to find because of the structure they 
give the inquiry. 

This bias is the same as in liberal theory. Indeed, Kohlberg explic- 
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itly allies the stage theory of moral development with the develop- 
ment of the liberal conception of justice. His fifth and sixth stages— 
what he calls the “post-conventional level,” the highest level one can 
achieve—rely centrally on the concept of the social contract. At stage 
five, one exhibits a “concern that laws and duties be based on rational 
calculation of overall utility.” At stage six, the individual moves to a 
“justice” conception of morality, defined as “equality of human 
rights” or as “reversibility,” following an explicitly Rawlsian under- 
standing of justice.“ 

Whereas Kohlberg’s stage theory would seem to put at least one 
great moral controversy to rest—utilitarians are not just wrong but 
morally undeveloped—it actually highlights the bias of his theory to- 
ward a preconceived notion of justice and of moral development. In- 
deed, he goes so far as to say that social contract is an aspect of all 
facets of our lives. His criticism of Gilligan and Nona Lyons points 
this out. He argues that “the care and response orientation was di- 
rected primarily to relations of special obligations to the family, 
friends and group members, relations which often included or pre- 
supposed general obligations of respect, fairness and contract.”” Yet 
the characterization of such relationships as contractual and based on 
“fairness” (read formal justice) is itself masculinist because of its com- 
plete denial of women’s perceptions and experiences of such relation- 
ships, Contract hardly characterizes women’s historical roles as 
mothers, nor is “justice as reversibility” particularly appropriate to a 
mother’s assessment of her children’s needs in “distributing re- 
sources.” 

Its inappropriateness is particularly striking in Gilligan’s study of 
women contemplating abortion. Not only is this dilemma specific to 
women’s lives, but it is one that highlights in a concrete way the fact 
of human connection. Interestingly enough, when this dilemma en- 
ters the realm of public policy, it is considered in the legal terminol- 
ogy of conflicting rights by legislators, courts, and even women’s 
lobby groups. Yet this conceptual language is not the primary consid- 
eration for many women going through the agonizing process of de- 
ciding what to do about an unexpected and unwanted pregnancy. 
This dissonance presents a stark contrast between the two models 
and affords us an understanding of the ambiguity of concepts such as 
responsibility and choice. 

Because of the specificity of pregnancy for a woman, the choice to 
continue or terminate it is ultimately hers.” Yet because abortion as a 


“Kohlberg (1979), pp. 347, 348. 
“Tbid., p. 349. 
“Gilligan (1982), p. 19. | agree with Tronto (1987) that men faced with the abortion 
dilemma might also refer to concepts of care and responsibility rather than rights and 
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moral dilemma is one that concretely demonstrates deep involvement 
in relationships, her choice is subject to the extremely powerful influ- 
ence of demands from those she is connected to: family, the father, 
the potential infant. It is thus not the case that she can make her 
choice in an isolated context, and the choice itself can never be ab- 
stracted from others. The moral dilemma in abortion is painful and 
difficult precisely because the recognition of connection all around 
ensures that there is no right answer, that is, no solution in which 
no one will be hurt. The women in Gilligan’s study often perceived 
themselves in a no-win situation, having to choose the lesser of two 
evils or to decide who would be the sacrificial victim. 

Rather than echoing a rights dialogue, then, the moral language 
engaged by the women in this study centered on notions of selfish- 
ness and responsibility. Such a conceptual framework, which as- 
sumes relationship, defines the moral problem for these women as 
one of an “obligation to exercise care and avoid hurt.” Responsibility 
for these women was understood primarily in terms of care, partic- 
ularly of not hurting, and was directly opposed to selfishness, which 
“denoted a morally problematic separation of others from self.”" 
Some saw the pregnancy as hurting family or lovers and felt that was 
of primary importance. But for most of the women the question of 
being able to care adequately for the child, of giving it a bad life or an 
unequal chance in life, was a central consideration. Having the baby, 
in this light, might have been considered selfish, an act of inflicting 
harm: “How can you bring a child into the world,” one woman asks, 
when one cannot care for it adequately, in order to “assuage your 
guilt [about taking] responsibility for taking a life?” (p. 118). Re- 
sponses such as “It would have been hell for that poor kid and for me 
too” (p. 120) pervade the study in the women’s expression of their 
moral reasoning. 

The moral considerations on each side of the decision are extremely 
weighty but turn on issues that pertain to the concrete conditions of 
women’s lives and not on an abstract right to choose. Thus a woman 
in the abortion study couches the Heinz dilemma in terms of “who is 
going to be hurt more” (p. 75), considering not a logical priority of 
rights but an assessment of actual consequences revolving around a 


rules. But | believe this oversimplifies in two ways. First, it ignores that men do in fact 
play key roles in Gilligan’s abortion dilemma; several of the women report that their 
lovers were demanding they have abortions or were making the decision de facto by 
refusing to commit to the pregnancy. Second, the choice and responsibility are ulti- 
mately the woman’s in a way they (probably) never could be for a man, simply because 
she is the one who is pregnant. 

Gilligan (1986), p- 4. 
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definition of morality as not causing hurt. Similarly, one Catholic 
woman, pregnant again two months after the birth of her first child, 
frames her choice in terms of concrete effects and material realities, 
not in terms of priorities of rights. She believes that having an abor- 
tion is “taking a life,” a realization she “can’t cover . . . over,” yet she 
has to think of lives, “mine, my son’s, and my husband's” as well, 
which she feels would be unfairly strained financially and emotionally 
by the birth of another child (p. 83). Her understanding of morality 
and goodness exhibits at once a strength in perceiving the real effects 
of her decision and an apparent confusion about what morality is: she 
says she cannot be “so morally strict as to hurt three other people 
with a decision just because of my moral beliefs” (p. 84). That is, 
being “moral” in acting on her belief that abortion is taking a life 
would yield immorality in hurting others and damaging their lives. 
Such a construction of the dilemma appears confused in terms of a 
priority of rights. But a perspective that considers concrete effects and 
includes relationship and care as primary values can yield the conclu- 
sion, “I still think abortion is wrong, and it will be unless the situation 
can justify what you are doing” (p. 85). Justification arises from a 
consideration of the real effects of a given decision on actual relation- 
ships and from an evaluation of the realities of care and response. 

Responsibility for these women, then, signifies response; it in- 
volves doing what others are counting on them to do. The males Gilli- 
gan studied tended to define responsibility as refraining from doing 
what one wants; it involves obeying the rules that limit interference, 
thus making “life in community safe, protecting autonomy through 
reciprocity” (p. 37), defined as formal equality of rights. The mode of 
action is assumed—that is, not performing the desired act—and the 
question is whether or not to act (or rather, to refrain from action) on 
an individualist assessment of conflicting rights. Within the care con- 
ception, however, responsibility requires positive action rather than 
restraint, an “extension of action rather than a limitation of action” (p. 
38). Taking connection as given, this mode assumes the need to re- 
spond—the need to act—and questions which actions would produce 
the most inclusive response. 

Yet response must include responding to the self. In the abortion 
study, the women felt compelled to evaluate the effects of the deci- 
sion on everyone else, sometimes even to the point of excluding 
themselves. This self-exclusion stemmed as much from a conven- 
tional conception of a feminine morality of self-sacrifice as from a fear 
of taking responsibility for choice. Adulthood is defined in terms of 
independence, which connotes violence for these women, career am- 
bition, which means one “stomps on people” (p. 97), self-develop- 
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ment, which requires disconnection from the incipient child, even 
“murdering the fetus” (p. 86), and accepting responsibility for that 
choice in a society that hierarchizes absolute rights and wrongs. This 
notion of adulthood as signifying violence and an aggressive concern 
for self conflicts with conventional notions of femininity as self-sacri- 
fice, as not asserting one’s own desires because they are by definition 
selfish, as caring for and protecting others even at the expense of 
taking care of oneself, and as being incompetent and too weak to take 
responsibility for one’s choice (p. 79). In addition, the primacy of 
rights in the society at large reinforces a woman's conviction of her 
own incompetence as a moral agent, as she is continually told that 
her feelings about moral dilemmas are regressive or simply wrong, 
and she is alienated from herself in the context of making moral deci- 
sions. 

The conflict between adulthood and feminity, then, becomes itself a 
moral problem. Moral goodness becomes entwined with the conven- 
tional values of a “good woman,” which revolve around a capacity for 
caring. In the context of abortion, however, such values conflict with 
themselves because any decision made in this dilemma will express a 
lack of care for someone. Furthermore, the consequences for the 
woman are often so great as to bring into sharp relief the inade- 
quacies and contradictions of a feminine ethic of self-sacrifice. The 
choice is ultimately hers, a fact that the concrete nature of the conse- 
quences of this particular dilemma—either disconnection through 
abortion or adoption, or a lifelong responsibility of care for another 
human being—makes it impossible to deny or hide. A realization of 
the need to take responsibility for that choice, and to include the self 
in any considerations of who requires care, presses in. “Responsibility 
now includes both self and other, viewed as different but connected 
rather than separate and opposed” (p. 147). 


The Politics of Gender Psychology 


The responsibility model or care conception of morality thus ap- 
proaches and frames moral dilemmas differently from rights concep- 
tion. It considers the problem in terms of concrete effect before ab- 
stract principle; it takes care and avoidance of harm to others as a 
primary goal; it sees the priority of relationship and locates the self in 
a network of relationships. But furthermore, by studying the two 
models from Gilligan’s perspective—and indeed by adopting care as 
an interpretive framework for examining rights—we can see that the 
two represent different models of development and growth. It is not 
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true that one is absolutely superior, that one denotes growth and the 
other stultification. Indeed, as Gilligan and Grant Wiggins argue, it is 
precisely when theorists interpret from “the assumption of a single 
moral standpoint, defined as the moral perspective,” that such reduc- 
tive evaluation occurs.” Indeed, from the perspective of rights, such 
invidious comparison seems inescapable as a rigid hierarchy of eval- 
uation is formed. But from the perspective of care, attention to the 
voices of others is required. As Belenky et al. hold of “connected 
knowing,” a care perspective requires listening and attending to 
others’ perspectives.” 

If we view these varying perspectives as products of two different 
gender-related modes of development, they end up achieving some 
similarity in the attainment of moral maturity. These “two disparate 
modes of experience . . . are in the end connected” (p. 172). Both 
perspectives come to recognize the links between identity and inti- 
macy, integrity and care; both are marked by the move away from 
absolutes in moral judgment (pp. 164-66). But these absolutes differ. 
For the responsibility model, the absolute of care “becomes compli- 
cated through a recognition of the need for personal integrity.” For 
the rights model, “the absolutes of truth and fairness . . . are called 
into question by experiences that demonstrate the existence of differ- 
ences between other and self” (p. 166) as growth is indicated by con- 
siderations of care and relationship. It is vital to recognize, however, 
that such a reading of the rights model is not possible from within the 
conceptual outlines of that model.” Care as an epistemological frame- 
work offers a way of reading rights in which growth and develop- 
ment lie in new directions. Thus, by looking at the two perspectives 
from the standpoint of care, we see their superficial dualism trans- 
formed into an overlapping relatedness, just as by examining them 
from a perspective of individualism, we produce an artificial dichot- 
omy. 

But how are we to use this literature to deepen our understanding 
of political theory? Indeed, the differences posited by Gilligan, Flax, 
and Chodorow in many ways mirror claims made for centuries as the 
precise justification for excluding women from public life. The histori- 
cal insistence that women cannot follow the rigid discipline of logic 
might seem to gain new force with this “scientific” reassurance that 
women are oriented toward an inductive, intuitive, nonrationalistic 


“Gilligan and Wiggins (1988), p. 113. 

Belenky et al. (1986). 

“Again, the rights model itself conceives of growth as culminating only in rational- 
ism and rules. 
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ideology and moral methodology. The public-private split would 
seem to be given a new lease on life. 

This returns us once again to the interpretive-empiricist debate I 
introduced at the beginning of this chapter. It is important to keep in 
mind that we cannot—and I believe that these theorists do not—as- 
sume that these gendered differences hold true for every man and 
woman. Gilligan’s work is, as she points out, a theory of interpreta- 
tion, and “the different voice . . . is characterized not by gender but 
theme. Its association with women is an empirical observation . . . but 
it is not absolute” (p. 2). That is, her work is made possible by atten- 
tion to the voices of women expressed in these studies but does not 
depend on those voices’ belonging exclusively to women. Certainly 
she and her colleagues seek to understand a gender relationship, 
which is why Gilligan goes on to trace this voice through women’s 
development and says that she thinks her work “will offer a represen- 
tation of [women’s] thought that enables them to see better its integ- 
rity and validity” (p. 3). 

Historically the voice of concern, of feeling, induction, flexibility 
toward rules, connection, and relationship has always been associ- 
ated with women and has justified the radical historical separation of 
public from private. Women have been said not to have the ability to 
reason or to use rational deductive thinking, and this failure has been 
cited to justify their exclusion from public decision-making processes. 
Their relationality has made them the appropriate caretakers of the 
private realm, where such values have been permitted, even re- 
quired, to flourish. 

Certainly in her own studies Gilligan found a gender relationship 
between the two voices. But the relationship is more subtle than a 
simplistic gender correlation. Nona Lyons found that the two modes 
of moral thinking identified by Gilligan’s care and rights models cor- 
related strongly with divergent perceptions of self as either connected 
to or separate from others.” Furthermore, she found that although 
there was no strict correlation to gender, there was a relationship to 
it: that is, whereas men and women both combine the perspectives of 
care and justice, or at least have both modes in their conceptual vo- 
cabulary, women tend “to rely more on considerations of care and 
response in defining and resolving moral problems and to describe 
themselves in the connected mode, while the men, as a group, relied 
more on considerations of justice and rights and tended to define 
themselves as separate in relation to others.”* That priority is given to 


Lyons (1988), pp. 21-48. 
*Gilligan (1986), p- 11; emphasis added. See esp. Lyons (1988), pp. 42-43. 
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one mode does not preclude other kinds of reasoning from being uti- 
lized by an individual moral decision maker. 

Gilligan and Wiggins call this priority a “focus phenomenon.” Two- 
thirds of their male and female respondents mentioned both care and 
justice, but the same proportion also took one or the other as their 
primary focus in addressing a moral dilemma. The care focus was not 
characteristic of all the females in their sample, but almost all of the 
care focusers were female. Thus out of twenty-two women, ten took a 
justice focus and twelve a care focus; of thirty-one males, thirty fo- 
cused on justice.” Gilligan, Langdale, Lyons, and Murphy found that 
whereas males and females use both conceptions, 75 percent of the 
females studied used predominantly the response orientation and 
only 25 percent used predominantly a rights orientation. Among 
males, 79 percent relied mainly on a rights orientation, 14 percent 
predominantly followed the response model, and 7 percent of the 
males were divided in their usage between the two.” Sharry Langdale 
found a similar gender relation with the two moral conceptions in her 
study.” 

The phenomena of focus, spontaneity, and choice are highlighted 
by Donna Kay Johnstone, who related a tale to children about a por- 
cupine who has kindly been allowed to take shelter from winter in a 
cave occupied by a family of moles. When the moles find that the 
porcupine’s quills create too much of a difficulty for them, they ask 
him to leave, but he refuses. The children are asked what the moles 
should do. Three-quarters of the boys “spontaneously” chose the 
rights solution, the issue for them being the interrelationship of 
power and rules. The girls assumed relationship between the animals 
and suggested solutions that led to inclusion, such as digging a bigger 
cave so everyone would have room, or putting a towel over the por- 
cupine so he would not poke them. In addition, when the children 
were presented with an alternate model to the one they chose, almost 
all the children agreed that the inclusive solution was better; even 
those who had not spontaneously seen the possibilities of such a so- 
lution preferred it to the rights model. Johnstone holds that “gender 
difference does not reflect knowing or understanding only one orien- 
tation, but rather choosing and/or preferring one over the other as a 
solution to a moral dilemma.” 


“Gilligan and Wiggins (1988), p. 118. 
Pm xe Langdale, Lyons, and Murphy (1982), cited in Kohlberg (1984), pp. 340- 
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solution.” See Johnstone (1988), pp. 56-58, 60. 
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But again the apparent empirical orientation of this work should 
not make us lose sight of its even more important interpretive dimen- 
sions. These are similarly highlighted by Belenky et al. in their con- 
cepts of “connected knowing” and “separate knowing.” Although 
they explore the former in women’s and girls’ voices, and consider 
the latter a “masculine” mode, their work seeks to highlight different 
ways of learning and knowing that are not necessarily gender related. 
Separate knowing coheres with Gilligan’s rights model. It operates 
from premises of separation between knower and the known; it incor- 
porates a concept of knowledge that is rule governed and objective. 
The known is an object, an other in an opposed relation to the self, 
the knower. Separate knowing is an “adversarial form” of knowledge. 
It also displays a disjunction between knowing and feeling. Objec- 
tivity is equated with dispassion, a process that excludes all private 
concerns and feelings, both one’s own and those of one’s adversary.” 

Connected knowing, in contrast, involves an orientation toward re- 
lationship rather than rules, intersubjectivity rather than objectivity. It 
involves treating the known as a subject rather than an object and 
treating others on their own terms, considering their selfhood di- 
rectly. In short, the “connection” in connected knowing is not merely 
between the knower and other knowers but between the knower and 
the known; but in the process, intimate relations with other knowers 
—and with their knowledge—becomes a central enterprise of human 
social life: “Connected knowers develop procedures for gaining access 
to other people’s knowledge. At the heart of these procedures is the 
capacity for empathy. Since knowledge comes from experience, the 
only way they can hope to understand another person’s ideas is to try 
to share the experience that has led the person to form the idea.” As a 
central feature of connected knowing, empathy—a characteristic sim- 
ilarly attributed more prominently to girls and women by object rela- 
tions—is described as “feeling with,” as merging the self with the 
other, rather than intrusively imposing the self on the other.“ 

This concept is similar to Gilligan and Wiggins’s “co-feeling,” 
which involves the “ability to participate in another's feelings (in their 
terms).”® They juxtapose co-feeling to sympathy, which they concep- 
tualize as involving an evaluation of whether or not to feel concern 
rather than taking the need for concern as given and deciding what 
form that concern should take. The reason that co-feeling is more car- 
ing, they suggest, is that rather than thinking of how / would feel in 
your place (Kohlberg’s “reciprocity”), I think of how you actually feel. 
In what they call sympathy, as in Kohlberg’s reciprocity, the self is 


“Belenky et al, (1986), pp. 106, 109. 
“Ibid., pp. 113, 122. 
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the referent for assessing and measuring the other; the other is not 
directly considered as a self but is treated as an object. Co-feeling thus 
involves greater concreteness as well as greater contextuality, for any 
two people have different histories and other features that might 
cause them to feel quite differently in similar circumstances. 

Connected knowing also establishes a link between emotion and 
epistemology; particularly in the location of empathy in knowledge, 
connected knowing and co-feeling highlight the epistemological im- 
plications of moral psychology. Rather than juxtaposing reason and 
emotion, connected knowing suggests that the two are intimately re- 
lated, and that the dichotomization of the two, and the devaluation of 
the latter, produces the exaggerated emphasis on a “pure” objectivity, 
as well as the abstract universalizability of rights and justice charac- 
teristic of modernist epistemologies and political theories. It suggests 
not just different kinds of knowledge but different ways of acquiring 
and pursuing knowledge and different notions of what it means to 
know. Similarly, co-feeling suggests different methods of understand- 
ing others and different criteria for evaluation. 

Yet this work also suggests that the interstices of connection and 
separation, care and justice, and gender are neither reductively abso- 
lute nor irrelevant. Gilligan and Wiggins thus maintain that “children 
know both stories” of justice and care, and “test them in a variety of 
ways.” These tests must come out of social experience, which is cul- 
turally constructed for males and females. Thus by adolescence a 
male child’s experience is reinforced by cultural images of masculine 
dominance, which can underscore the prominence of inequality and 
motivate violence and aggression in the attempt to gain and equalize 
power. Similarly, culturally constructed messages of feminine 
dependence and the apparent hopelessness of women’s gaining re- 
spect and status equal to men’s may cause girls to focus their atten- 
tion and concern on attachment as a way of “attenuating inequality.” 
Thus—as with care and justice—although attachment and equality 
both play important roles in all children’s conceptions of themselves 
and the world, equality becomes more of a concern for boys through 
the meaning that is gained by way of the social construction of mas- 
culinity, just as attachment becomes more important to girls by way 
of the social construction of femininity. As gender is learned through 
a child’s acquisition of language and observation of social relations, 
the social construction of gender plays into and in turn further con- 
structs these two “stories.” 

Just as socialization and psychology have an interactive and inter- 
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dependent influence on each other, object relations theory provides a 
theoretical framework that makes this relationship not merely an em- 
pirical observation for particular samples but a systematic basis for an 
interpretive theory of gender difference arising out of the socially con- 
structed relations of child rearing. For the two different moral per- 
spectives Gilligan articulates revolve around “two modes of describ- 
ing the relationship between self and other” (p. 2), and, as we saw in 
the discussion of object relations theory, the difference between 
“masculine” and “feminine” revolves crucially around differences in 
this perception. These differences are central to the meaning of being 
a gendered person. 

In sum, there would seem to be substantial evidence that validates 
the different voice as a woman's voice; yet to leave it at that would be a 
reductive misrepresentation of gender psychology. The concepts and 
language offered by psychology can be used effectively by political 
theory without its embracing an essential view of gender. Indeed, the 
aspects most useful in the study of political theory are not to be found 
by taking object relations or moral psychology at face value. Rather, it 
is far more useful and accurate to understand these as theories of 
power. For instance, in discussing a broader application of Gilligan's 
thesis, Rachel Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Marecek have pointed out that 
those in positions of power tend to express themselves in terms of 
rules and that the powerless tend to invoke considerations of care; 
thus a mother might refer to rules while her children appeal to under- 
standing.“ 

Psychology and psychoanalytic theory, in spite of their misogynist 
history, provide a language and vocabulary of power that are very 
useful for political theory and can transcend gender. There have 
been, and indeed are, men who have expressed the voice of care and 
connection, and have been just as marginalized as women. For in- 
stance, Martin Luther King, Jr., writes of a “network of mutuality” 
that defines community and connects justice with love; he is impor- 
tantly marginalized. Sandra Harding has discussed the “curious coin- 
cidence” of (white) western feminism and black (male) African world 
views; again, these latter views are marginalized as the West arro- 
gantly dubs them “third world.” 

It is not merely coincidental that such marginalized men are fre- 
quently also members of (especially racially) oppressed groups. The 
interconnections between gender and race are particularly significant 
here, precisely because gender psychology has been accused of race 


‘Hare-Mustin and Marecek (1986), pp. 205-12. See also Hare-Mustin and Marecek 
(1990), pp. 184-201. À 
“King (1969), pp- 73, 83; Harding (1986), chap- 7- 
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and class biases. Patricia Hill Collins develops an “ethic of care” from 
African-American experience, and she explicitly draws connections 
between this ethic and a (white) “feminist” ethic of care. But while 
she claims that this ethic characterizes the experience of African- 
Americans of both sexes,” she focuses predominantly on black 
women, and specifically on their style of mothering, which differs in 
significant ways from the model patriarchal nuclear family which un- 
derpins much of object relations theory. Collins holds that mothering 
in black communities is more communal, and that black women fill 
important roles as “community othermothers.” This practice may de- 
fuse the intense exclusivity of the mothering relationship which object 
relations posits, Simultaneously, the necessity of black women’s par- 
ticipation in the labor force, as well as their role as head of family, she 
argues, offers their daughters consistent models of strong, well-differ- 
entiated women.“ Yet although she argues, citing bell hooks, that 
“this form of [shared] parenting is revolutionary,”” it is explicitly 
women who do this othermothering. At the heart of Collins’s argu- 
ment is the suggestion that the experiences of black (female) com- 
munity othermothers provide not a challenge to but a better model 
for a theory of care: “Nurturing children in Black extended family 
networks stimulates a more generalized ethic of caring.”” Indeed, far 
from rejecting an ethic of care, connected knowing, contextuality, and 
concreteness as merely reflective of white women’s experiences, she 
implicitly questions the ability of white women, as well as African- 
American men, to embody such an ethic consistently because of their 
connections to privilege: white women to race privilege, black men to 
gender privilege. 


While white women may value the concrete, it is questionable whether 
white families—particularly middle-class nuclear ones—and white com- 
munity institutions provide comparable types of support [to the black 
family and community]. Similarly, while Black men are supported by 
Afrocentric institutions, they cannot participate in Black women’s sister- 
hood, In terms of Black women’s relationships with one another, Afri- 
can-American women may find it easier than others to recognize con- 


“Collins (1990). She also cites King’s unification of love and justice (p. 197). 

“Collins notes that “as much as 70 percent of low-income Black households are 
headed by women.” Ibid., p. 64, and chaps. 3 and 6, passim. 

“Thid., p. 122, citing hooks (1984), p- 144- 

Collins (1990), p. 129. Collins also draws on Belenky et al. (pp. 160, 210, 212) and 
Gilligan (p. 219) to describe a (presumably white) feminist ethic of care which con- 
verges with an African-American ethic of caring. She says, “African American women 
. . . experience a convergence of values from Afrocentric and female institutions” (p. 
219). See Tronto (1987) and Okin (1989) on the importance of creating a generalized 
theory of care such as Collins refers to. 
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nectedness aS a primary way of knowing, simply because we are 
encouraged to do so by a Black women’s tradition of sisterhood.” 


Collins's work suggests that, although gender is not the sole source 
of an ethic of care, it is a significant one. Various cultural and ethnic 
contexts can deepen or diffuse this ethic and can even appear to tran- 
scend gender. But at the same time, gender provides a useful cate- 
gory for understanding the ways in which care can transcend cultural 
differences as well. Accordingly, when I refer to “the boy,” “male,” 
“feminine,” “the girl,” it will be helpful for the reader to view these 
as, in part, abstractions that idealize and represent relationships of 
power, as symbolizations of power relations. That these relations 
have one key source in gender is important but not exhaustive or 
exclusive. Thus, gender psychology can be seen as a heuristic device 
for uncovering the structural sexism and resulting epistemological 
bias of western thought. More particularly, by identifying individual 
development as in part the product of created institutions—that is, 
the social relations of child rearing—object relations can translate in- 
dividual experience into cultural phenomena, or at least explain the 
institutional and cultural aspects of a supposedly individual experi- 
ence. This offers great potential for challenging many ideals of liberal 
theory, such as the public-private dichotomy and the inviolability of 
the individual, for it suggests that what happens in the “private” rela- 
tions of child rearing influences how we maintain and define “pub- 
lic.” It further reminds us that individuals are personalities that are 
the products of a variety of factors, including, above all, relationships 
with others. 

At the same time, Chodorow’s warning against overly interpretive 
uses of gender psychology persists. We should not forget that women 
have historically given expression to the voice of care. That voice has 
a history, and so does obligation, and indeed these two histories help 
constitute each other. It is not just a coincidence that women have 
been for the most part powerless and have expressed the voice of 
care. Indeed, the activities of the private sphere to which they have 
been assigned—child care, nurturance, love—have required women 
to draw on and develop that voice. Thus we should not be surprised 


"Collins (1990), p. 212. She points out that King and his Southern Christian Leader- 
ship Conference staff “laughed” at a request by the black activist Septima Clark for 
increased inclusion of black women: “You can work behind the scenes all you want. 
. - - But don’t come forth and try to lead. That's not the kind of thing they [black men] 
want.” Collins (1990), p. 157. In his “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” King vacillates 
between addressing “brothers and sisters” equally and specifically directing a patri- 
archal message to men, who are humiliated because “your wife and mother are never 
given the respected title ‘Mrs.’” King (1969), p. 77- 
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if women’s experience highlights this voice for us. The crucial distinc- 
tion between this position and essentialism, however, is that the the- 
ory does not have to depend on women, and women alone, to express 
that voice. While rejecting the strict thesis that this is a woman's 
voice, I would argue that there is a loose gender relationship, one that 
derives from history, material experience, and socialization as well as 
psychology. This grounding in women’s experience is the whole 
point of calling it feminist. 

Furthermore, because of the historical relation of this voice with 
women, we can listen to women to understand the themes of that 
voice: care, response, connection. What Gilligan’s empirical observa- 
tion provides is a point of entry. We trace the voice through women's 
experience because there it is more obvious and apparent, precisely 
because it was required to flourish within the context of family and 
the private sphere to which women were bound exclusively. Indeed, 
the activities of affective life required of women in the private sphere 
depended on that voice’s being allowed a limited and contained ex- 
pression within that sphere; and those activities made the integrity 
and necessity of that voice more apparent to women, hence increas- 
ing its centrality in women’s lives. Furthermore, its denigration is 
likely to have had its historical source in the fact that it was associated 
with women’s activity and was hence considered a “woman's voice.” 
Such a voice could not be tolerated in the public sphere, whether it 
came from a man or a woman, because it would threaten the barriers 
between public and private—barriers that were necessary to the reso- 
lution of male psychic dilemmas concerning the repression of primary 
femininity. These differing voices thus need to be examined from the 
perspective of a symbolic language of power and powerlessness as a 
heuristic device for understanding the power relations inherent in our 
political theories and their underlying epistemology. 

The point of my use of gender psychology, then—that there is an- 
other equally compelling moral voice which moral psychology as well 
as moral philosophy has denied and denigrated—is made and articu- 
lated in our listening to women’s voices, and yet it is not invested in 
that voice’s belonging wholly and exclusively to women. As Susan 
Okin argues, although the empirical evidence Gilligan and her col- 
leagues have accumulated is an unsatisfactory basis for conclusions 
about “women’s morality,” “the virtue of Gilligan’s work is that, be- 
cause of the richness of its detailed quotations from respondents, it 
helps us to understand, far better than do more quantitative but less 
detailed findings, what the difference is.” Thus Gilligan talks about 
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justice versus care, not male versus female. To say that the associa- 
tion of the care conception with women is empirical is, in my view, to 
say more than that a particular sample of women studied were found 
to express this voice (though Gilligan etal. may intend to convey that 
more limited meaning); it is also to consider history, the psychic ram- 
ifications of institutions, and the material activities of women’s lives 
in their interactive, confluent, and reciprocal effects, one upon the 
other. The word feminist not only recognizes the origin of this voice in 
women’s experience but takes upon itself the task of transforming 
this devalued and ignored conception of reality into a conception that 
is valued and powerful, one that needs to be integrated with the 
skewed but dominant rights conception that pervades our public life 
and our epistemology. 

The existence of different referential frameworks, different perspec- 
tival starting points, means that the paths of development not only 
diverge from one another but also produce in that developmental pro- 
cess an entire mode of thought, a different language, a separate real- 
ity. Because of that the end points of development, though related or 
connected, are not the same. Hence, each mode’s conception of real- 
ity and morality differs. Indeed, there are two ontologies and two 
epistemologies. Yet these two models are not as dichotomous as they 
might seem to be. Between absolute rigidity and isolation at one ex- 
treme and absolute identification and connection at the other lies 
a variety of positions that embody a combination of values. Men 
may be as capable of seeing the morality of love as women are of as- 
serting rights; but one or the other perspective forms a context, a 
frame of reference, a medium through which moral decisions are 
made. 

Thus the significance of Amy’s and Jake's responses does not lie in 
the fact that Jake advocates theft whereas Amy does not—that is, in 
the decision itself—but rather in the framework that informs, evalu- 
ates, and translates the decision. Jake advocates theft because he rea- 
sons from a frame of reference that assumes the universality of de- 
ductive rationality and the primacy of individual rights: the “fact” that 
people are separate yields the inescapable view of the dilemma as a 
head-on conflict of rights, one of which (life) has primacy over the 
other (property) in a natural hierarchy. Amy disagrees because she 
reasons from a frame of reference that assumes the givenness of care 
and concern, the universality of relational rationality, the primacy of 
responsiveness, The “fact” that people are connected yields a view of 
the dilemma as encompassing all three characters in a web of relation- 
ships that is breaking apart because of a lack of concern. Relationship 
is not a condition to be factored into the decision but is rather a cruci- 
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ble for Amy’s moral perspective: it is the core of her reasoning, her 
starting point for reality. 

That is the key to understanding the meaning of this different 
voice. I am not talking merely about two ways of resolving conflicts, 
such as utilitarianism versus Rawls’‘s justice as fairness. We are con- 
fronted with two different bodies of knowledge, two perceptual 
frameworks as foreign as two unrelated cultures, two different “lan- 
guage games,”” if you will. Yet these different language games use 
the same diction and share a conceptual vocabulary; these two frame- 
works share a cultural backdrop; these two bodies of knowledge 
share an empirical reality. But gender psychology further points out 
that shared forms of life are not necessarily neutral just because they 
are shared; it suggests that the cultural backdrop, the conceptual vo- 
cabulary, and even perhaps the empirical reality that are shared may 
themselves be gender biased to greater or lesser degrees, This bias 
gives an intrinsic added weight to the rights conception, which both 
justifies its institutionalization as public ideology and further perpetu- 
ates its development as such. 

Thus, the problem that lies at the heart of liberal political theory is 
that concepts such as obligation are defined from the basic assump- 
tion of the primacy of individual rights and freedom. Such assump- 
tions limit criticism that can be made within the structure because of 
definitional biases. Since these biases and definitions are viewed as 
natural and self-evident, a claim that brings the entire system into 
question can be easily dismissed. Yet the basic dissatisfaction with the 
language of rights expressed by Gilligan's female subjects is legiti- 
mate; their avoidance of that language is based on a different perspec- 
tive that shows rights talk to be inadequate for the resolution of moral 
dilemmas. 

The implications for political theory thus go well beyond the sug- 
gestions I made earlier in this chapter concerning moral theory. They 
begin with the conceptualization of two differing ontologies and ac- 
companying epistemologies. Object relations theory and moral psy- 
chology suggest more than the idea that certain political theories 
might tend to be more “feminine” in the values they put forth and 
others more “masculine.” They suggest implications for both the 
framework and the method of political theory in general. It is to the 
exploration of these implications that I now turn, as I consider the 
ways in which the epistemological and ontological implications of ob- 
ject relations and moral psychology afford a deeper understanding of 
what is so problematic about political obligation. 


Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Implications for 
a Feminist Epistemology 


GENDER PSYCHOLOGY suggests an alternative epistemology and moral 
methodology that have existed as long as the dominant masculine 
ideology but have been repressed and ignored except in the inner 
sanctum of women’s “private world” experience and the “inessential” 
material activities and work that have defined and dominated 
women’s lives, at least in the modern era. The theory highlights the 
notion that our understanding of the world as it is expressed through 
the ideology and institutions of the public realm is not the universal 
understanding it purports to be but may have a specifically gendered 
bias. As Gilligan notes: “Theories formerly considered to be sexually 
neutral in their scientific objectivity are found instead to reflect a con- 
sistent observational and evaluative bias. Then the presumed neu- 
trality of science, like that of language itself, gives way to the recogni- 
tion that categories of knowledge are human constructions . . . when 
we begin to notice how accustomed we have become to seeing life 
through men’s eyes.”' 

This noticing can help us begin to understand the ways in which 
the problems of political obligation are generated by masculinist per- 
spectives. But it can further help us understand that the problem goes 
much deeper than, for instance, translating “man” in Locke’s theory 
as “men and women.” We cannot simply add women to existing cate- 
gories of thought, because such thought is premised on a distortion of 
women’s “nature” which is described only as it is experienced by men 
or seen through men’s eyes. As Sandra Harding says, “The prevailing 
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theories of the social and natural sciences draw on and legitimate a 
conceptual screen that systematically distorts our vision of women 
and their lives.”* How can we “plug” women in to a political theory 
that systematically denigrates the activity in which they have histori- 
cally engaged? That marks as periods of great progress times when 
women suffered severe setbacks in social recognition and their ability 
“to act as historical and rational agents”? And even if we do gender 
neutralize liberal theory and declare that women’s “natures” are iden- 
tical to men’s, then why, we may ask, have not women created theo- 
ries and conducted wars like men? The obvious answer would seem 
to lead to a theory of “natural” inferiority. In such a world, of course, 
“woman” will appear inferior: the world as created by men is not 
hers, and the standards by which her achievements are judged are 
alien to the values on which her practices rely. 

The epistemological dimensions of the arguments I have con- 
structed in earlier chapters of this book, and particularly in the pre- 
vious chapter, strike at the heart of the structural sexism of political 
theory. It is not merely the case that Locke or Rousseau created theo- 
ries of political society that favored men and oppressed women. If 
this were the case, the remedy would be straightforwardly to alter the 
specific aspects of such theories that adversely affect women. The 
problems, as I have indicated, lie deeper within the theories. They 
reach down to the understanding of the world from which the theo- 
rists write to the definitional “bedrock”’ concepts they employ, the 
conceptual framework that defines what they know and how they 
know it. The questions I have posed about obligations—what values 
and ideas these theories accommodate, what questions they do and 
do not allow—can thus be seen as epistemological questions. 


The Ontological Dimensions of Epistemology 


The claim that these questions are epistemological is, to put it mil- 
diy, controversial. Particularly in light of my use of object relations 
and psychology, is it not ontology, the nature of being, that is at 
issue? Certainly my theory is concerned with the concept of being: 
what it means to be male or female, for instance. In the rationalist and 
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empiricist epistemologies of Descartes, Locke, Hume, Mill, and Kant, 
which dominate liberal theory and western thinking, ontology and 
epistemology are separate and distinct. If true knowledge must be 
objective, then it is vital that what is known be radically divorced 
from whoever the knower is; or at least, whoever the knower is 
should be irrelevant. Objective knowledge should be true for all. 

Yet part of what gender psychology suggests is that epistemology is 
very closely related to ontology, that indeed it is at best difficult to 
separate them. If the processes of psychic development produce dif- 
ferences in views of the self as either fundamentally separate or con- 
nected, then these will inform one’s view of the world, which in turn 
will shade one’s perception and interpretation of “truth” or “reality.” 
Perception, one might reply, is hardly the same as epistemology (al- 
though, one might argue, they were importantly related for the em- 
piricists, particularly Hume). Nevertheless, gender psychology can 
provide a critical perspective on our understanding of epistemology 
and can offer some insights into the ways our dominant epistemology 
is biased. 

A significant part of this bias is the dichotomy itself. From the per- 
spective of object relations, in fact, we can see that the dichotomy 
between epistemology and ontology, which characterizes both ra- 
tionalist and empiricist epistemologies, is specifically masculinist, for 
it follows from, or at least echoes, the mind-body duality: if the body 
is separate and distinct from the mind, then theories of knowledge 
and the ways we conceptualize knowing must be distinct from theo- 
ries of existence and the ways we conceptualize being. 

The major themes of these positivist epistemologies, revolving 
around the concepts of objectivity and interiority, support this notion. 
These concepts are particularly masculine in their replication of pre- 
oedipal themes of rejection and repression of the mother. The boy, in 
perceiving himself as radically separate from the world, turns inward 
to confirm reality rather than outward to the object world, which he 
must subjugate to his own existence and self. Or more precisely, he 
relies on the external—for instance rules and roles that form a posi- 
tional identification—only insofar as he has been able to exert, or to 
convince himself that he exerts, control over it. Thus objectivity be- 
comes a useful means of classifying and understanding the world; but 
it achieves its importance because it derives from the objectification of 
the woman/mother, a central task of masculine development that is 
undertaken as a means to escape the mother and solidify masculine 
identity. 

The bias of modern epistemologies affects the kinds of questions 
that are asked, the modes of inquiry that are used and considered 
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legitimate, and what is taken as evidence of particular knowledge 
claims; it ensures “that certain questions and ways of answering them 
become constitutive of philosophy.” In creating the split between 
epistemology and ontology, rationalist and empiricist epistemologies 
created a particular concept of knowing that revolves around objec- 
tivity. Once this category of objectivity was developed, the epis- 
temologies could claim the status that they created. The assertion that 
epistemology and ontology are entirely separate is granted the status 
of objective truth, and epistemology comes to be further defined as 
excluding ontological considerations. In a sense, the split between on- 
tology and epistemology is itself an epistemological claim: it is part of 
the rational and empiricist theories of knowledge that knowing is di- 
vorced from being. That is just what epistemology means. Thus, by 
“explicitly ignor[ing] gender while implicitly exploiting distinctively 
masculine meanings of knowledge seeking,” these epistemologies 
were able to mask their own bias. 

But the claim to objectivity must be recognized as circular. As Har- 
ding argues, “Once we stop thinking of modern Western epistemolo- 
gies as a set of philosophical givens, we can begin to examine them 
instead as historical justificatory strategies—as culturally specific 
modes of constructing and exploiting cultural meanings in support of 
new kinds of knowledge claims.”’ I maintain that feminist theorists 
writing on questions of epistemology are in fact recasting epistemol- 
ogy in terms that allow for ontology, if not melding the two com- 
pletely. Bordo, Flax, Harding, and Hartsock all work from the implicit 
or explicit claim that the way epistemology is defined and its false 
juxtaposition to ontology not only limit and (mis)direct the kinds of 
questions that philosophy and political theory ask but also thereby 
misrepresent the nature of social relations. As Flax most explicitly 
points out, “In philosophy, being (ontology) has been divorced from 
knowing (epistemology), and both have been separated from either 
ethics or politics.” We need to recognize the overlap of all four if we 
are to avoid the “frozen postures” of patriarchal social relations and 
achieve more comprehensive and accurate ways of knowing." 

The conceptualization of these ways of knowing that is my primary 
focus has been expressed by Nancy Hartsock as “the feminist stand- 
point.” This is a variation on the more general conceptualization of 
Marxian “standpoint epistemology,” which was specifically formu- 
lated as “the standpoint of the proletariat.”” Feminist standpoint epis- 
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temology rejects the idea that epistemology is objective or universal; it 
holds that epistemology is itself a product of particular social rela- 
tions. Not just knowledge, or what we know, is shaped by particular 
experience and the relations we have to others, but how we know and 
how we conceive of knowledge are also similarly shaped. Unlike a 
Kantian or Cartesian epistemology, feminist standpoint epistemology 
rejects the concept of pure objectivity, or the “purity” of “true” 
knowledge. 

But what do I mean by standpoint? A standpoint is the perspective 
from which one views the world, social relations—reality, if you will. 
It is composed of factors such as race, class, gender, and the kind of 
work one does; I would also add psychosexual development. The 
idea behind a standpoint is that different people will develop differ- 
ent knowledge frameworks depending on their experiences and cir- 
cumstances. Out of these experiences is formed a crucible for percep- 
tion, interpretation, and understanding, as many of the unconscious 
aspects of experience are moved into the realm of consciousness. To 
the degree that a particular group of people share socially and politi- 
cally significant characteristics—for instance, women—they will share 
a standpoint. Since “epistemology grows in a complex and contradic- 
tory way from material life,” the standpoint “structures epistemology 
in a particular way” that reflects experience." If that experience differs 
among people—as I have suggested it does for men and women un- 
der mother-only child rearing—then, according to the concept of a 
standpoint, their epistemological orientations will be different. 

The feminist standpoint, however, is not “natural” to all women; it 
is not a feminine standpoint but must be achieved or at least acknowl- 
edged. Hartsock calls it an “engaged” position; that is, it is not a mere 
unconscious bias but must be struggled for. This is where feminist 
theory enters. The role political theory can play is to help identify, 
articulate, and explain the standpoint through an analysis of women’s 
experience. In particular, female feminist theorists can engage in the 
description of their own experience, as well as in the analysis that 
gives added meaning to experience. Political theory can help us trans- 
late experience into political meaning or can articulate the political 
significance of women’s experience. The project of feminist theory is 
thus part of the political struggle in which, according to Hartsock at 
least, women need to engage in order to achieve a feminist stand- 
point, 

This epistemological approach is obviously controversial. But its ad- 
vantage from a methodological point of view is that it reveals that 
“there are some perspectives on society from which, however well- 
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intentioned one may be, the real relations of humans with each other 
and the natural world are not visible.”" The standpoint of an op- 
pressed group, she asserts, provides a certain advantage in enabling 
members of the group to see, if not “objectively,” at least more sides 
of a question. Just as the proletariat has a potentially superior vantage 
point from which to understand the relationship between worker and 
capitalist, so do women have the greater ability to understand more 
fully the relationship between men and women. That relationship is 
defined by male privilege or the system of male domination. This 
makes it difficult for males to see the problems of gender relations. As 
Harding points out, “Objectively, no individual man can succeed in 
renouncing sexist privilege any more than individual whites can suc- 
ceed in renouncing racist privilege—the benefits of gender and race 
accrue regardless of the wishes of the individuals who bear them.”* 
Thus, the myths that have developed to explain women’s inequality 
cannot be seen as readily by men, even when men specifically look 
for them, because men do not experience them as myths, and do not 
directly suffer from this experience. 

This analysis might suggest that a feminist standpoint is gender 
exclusive, but many theorists would disagree. Although a feminist 
standpoint derives from the particular experiences of women, Hart- 
sock specifically uses the term feminist rather than female to point out 
both “the achieved character of a standpoint and that a standpoint by 
definition carries a liberatory potential.”” It also suggests that a femi- 
nist standpoint is not limited to women; the process of feminist strug- 
gle welcomes male participants. Other theorists, such as Harding," 
are much more ambivalent about this conclusion, not because they 
do not want men to be feminists but because they doubt whether 
the standpoint approach will allow them to participate in the “strug- 
gle.”" Advocates of a feminist standpoint approach maintain that it 
can reveal, or help uncover, ways in which the current society and 
dominant ideology deny or ignore “real relations of humans” because 
of a masculinist bias. As Harding and Merrill B. Hintikka have put it, 
it can help us to “dis-cover” reality." Object relations theory can pro- 
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vide an important aspect of a feminist standpoint. By identifying indi- 
vidual development as in part the product of created institutions, it 
can translate individual experience into cultural phenomena, or at 
least explain the institutional and cultural aspects of a supposedly in- 
dividual experience. 

Furthermore, object relations can help us see the importance of a 
feminist standpoint for political obligation by highlighting questions 
of epistemology. If people experience and display differences in de- 
fining the self as either fundmentally separate or connected, and if 
this definition then serves as the framework for one’s perceptions, 
understanding, and interpretation of the external world, then to a 
significant degree the processes of psychic development shape our 
concept of reality for us: they shape our knowledge and our frame- 
work of knowledge. To the degree that such self-conceptions—as iso- 
lated or connected—are at least historically gender related, the ac- 
companying world view will differ by gender as well. Thus, I suggest 
that the dominant epistemology that defines political concepts such as 
obligation, as well as the method of our dominant political theoretical 
discourses, may themselves be an important locus of gender bias. So 
object relations can be a means to understanding how the problems of 
liberal democratic theory go beyond the empirical exclusion of women 
from politics to the fact that the epistemology from which these theo- 
ties operate is premised on that exclusion, And in fact, by examining 
the epistemological implications of object relations theory, we may be 
able to tease out some ways in which the problems of consent are a 
result of this bias. 

Let us begin this task by returning to the dichotomization of ontol- 
ogy and epistemology characteristic of rationalist and empiricist epis- 
temologies. I have suggested that we need to consider these two enti- 
ties as related. My earlier discussion of object relations and moral 
psychology highlighted the overlap between epistemology and ontol- 
ogy; that is, how individuals conceptualize themselves, how they 
view their being, influences the way they conceptualize and know the 
world. In object relations, the fact that boys and girls conceive their 
self-identities in particular ways gives rise to different frameworks for 
understanding the relations between self and other, subject and ob- 
ject, and hence of interpreting and giving voice to the objects of the 
world. In Gilligan’s work it is the ontologically based assumptions 
underlying moral reasoning and not the content of moral judgments 
themselves that account for the crucial differences in rights and care 
responses. Amy’s ontological perspective of connection yields her re- 
construction of the question being asked, her understanding of the 
world and of the psychological inquiry of knowledge. Not merely 
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what she knows but how she knows, the framework that guides her 
interpretation of the information provided by the interviewer, is influ- 
enced and shaped by her ontological perspective. 

Object relations theory can help us see not only that modern positi- 
vist epistemologies are gender biased but also that this separation of 
epistemology from ontology is itself a masculinist ideology. Because 
masculinist ontology gives rise to dualism, it creates an epistemologi- 
cal orientation that conceives of the world in oppositional categories. 
We know things because we, as subjects, observe objects, which are 
entirely distinct from us, and this observation gives us an “objective” 
assessment of meaning. This constitutes the rationale for the rejection 
of so-called feminine ontology from the world of the public; the onto- 
logical assumption of connection creates an epistemology that rejects 
dualism. Indeed, it cannot even be granted the status of epistemology 
within modernist discourse, precisely because it rejects dualisms of 
mind and body, subject and object, fact and value, and ultimately of 
epistemology and ontology. 

Theorists have been quite willing to allow that women have a dif- 
ferent ontology. That women’s being is defined by their bodies is es- 
sential to the justification of their exclusion from the public realm. But 
to allow that this ontology indicates a separate epistemology is threat- 
ening on several levels. Not only does it suggest that women may 
have ways of knowing just as valuable as men’s, but also such an 
admission questions the very concept of knowledge as it is defined by 
(male-created) empiricist epistemologies. If knowledge is conceived of 
as pure, dependent only on true thought, achieved only by the rig- 
orous exercise of the mind, if such a conceptualization of thought is a 
way to reject the body, if this rejection is necessary to achieve mas- 
culinity by rejecting the feminine, then the admission that knowing 
can come from being is a contradiction not only of this definition of 
knowledge and epistemology but of the (unconscious) purpose of de- 
fining and developing epistemology in this way in the first place. 
That is, the very concept of a “feminine” epistemology that invokes 
the interaction of ontology is fundamentally at odds with the values 
of western ideology and with the (unrecognized) values underlying 
its conceptualization and construction as well. 

Having said that, however, I should immediately reformulate the 
concept of a feminine epistemology in favor of a concept of feminist 
epistemology, something quite distinct. To say that women have a 
different epistemology by virtue of their psychic development and 
other experiences does not in itself address the degree to which these 
experiences are the product of patriarchal social relations. Although I 
have outlined, and will continue to discuss, differences between mas- 
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culine and feminine experiences and the ramifications of these differ- 
ences, it is vital to remember that much of women’s experience itself 
can be seen as a product of masculine action through patriarchy. Af- 
ter all, Chodorow, Flax, and Dinnerstein all point out that mother- 
only child rearing is itself an institution of patriarchy, a self-perpetu- 
ating practice that facilitates men’s fulfillment of the very needs that it 
creates and inhibits women from resolving the very dilemmas it 
brings about. 

So it is not the case that by looking at women’s experience we can 
achieve some “pure” theory or analysis based on a nonmasculine 
world.” Perhaps part of women’s historical, psychic, and epistemo- 
logical opposition to dichotomy involves a recognition of the fact that 
even the practices within which women express and define them- 
selves are not directly opposed to masculinity and masculinism but 
are themselves products of it. That women’s reality differs from 
men’s does not mean we can or should simply reject a masculine 
point of view: “Men’s power to structure social relations in their own 
image means that women too must participate in social relations that 
manifest and express abstract masculinity.” 


Problems and Challenges 


This last point implicitly raises some questions about my use of 
gender psychology in the development of feminist standpoint epis- 
temology. A variety of gender-related aspects of women’s experience 
are explored by feminist theorists in the development of feminist the- 
ory; these range from being daughters of women, to pregnancy and 
childbirth, to housework, to sexual harassment in the workplace. | 
agree with the authors of these theories that attention needs to be 
paid to all aspects of women’s experience in developing this epis- 
temology: pregnancy may well provide a woman with a different his- 
torical consciousness; the daily necessity confronting the housewife 
may be qualitatively different from the material necessity facing the 
factory worker, and will likely produce a different material conscious- 
ness;* women’s “kinwork” structures their perspectives on familial 


"French feminists such as Luce Irigaray and Héléne Cixous are obvious exceptions as 
they try to create “écriture féminine,” which “writes from the body.” But even this, I 
would argue, is deeply entrenched in the world of masculinism, particularly given its 
indebtedness to Lacanian psychoanalysis. See particulary Cixous (1980), Irigaray (1985), 
and Marks and de Courtivron (1980). 

“Hartsock (1984), p. 245. 

"O’Brien (1981). 

*Hartsock (1983) and (1984). 
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and social relations;" and mothering as a practice most likely pro- 
duces different perspectives on the world.” 

The obvious reason for my limited focus in this essay on the psy- 
chological and psychoanalytic aspects already discussed is one of 
space; adequate treatment of all aspects would require several books. 
But there is also a reason of priority. Just as the psychic development 
of one’s early years sets the stage for the rest of one’s life, so does our 
institutionalized practice of mother-only child rearing set the stage for 
our collective social and political life. A psychoanalytic approach can 
help strengthen other kinds of analysis and provide a way for differ- 
ent approaches to work interactively. For instance, socialization is an 
important but not a sufficient explanation for the continued sexual 
division of labor into adult life and even after supposed feminist en- 
lightenment. Socialization theories may lend themselves too readily to 
the standard criticism that women “merely” need to choose not to 
accept these roles any longer, thus denying the intricate complexity of 
gender’s social construction. Psychoanalytic theory can supplement 
socialization theories with an account of the deep-seated psychic ori- 
gins that socialization then reinforces. 

Similarly, biological aspects of womanhood such as pregnancy are 
important but insufficient to explain women’s status and place in soci- 
ety and may lend themselves to biodeterministic conclusions. Mary 
O’Brien’s work, which offers an insightful analysis of what she calls 
“malestream thought” based on a concept of “reproductive conscious- 
ness,” is a case in point. One may well ask of her theory whether 
women who cannot or choose not to bear children have access to this 
reproductive consciousness she postulates. O’Brien says that one 
need not be a mother because reproductive consciousness is a “uni- 
versal consciousness, common to all women,”* and she implies that 
this derives from the capacity to bear children and the consciousness 
of continuity that this engenders. But she leaves unclear where this 
consciousness comes from if not from biology; and at any rate, many 
women are not biologically capable of bearing children. Furthermore, 
although most women are capable of raising children, this is a capac- 
ity that they share with men. 

Gender psychology can provide a more complete and plausible way 
to connect this theory to a more widely applicable theory of women. 
As I noted earlier, gender identity is established in a child at a very 
early age, and this identity consists largely in social and cultural ex- 
pectations and messages communicated by the mother both con- 


"Di Leonardo (1984). 
*Ruddick (1984a); see also Ruddick (1989), 
O'Brien (1981), p. 50. 
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sciously and unconsciously as well as by the society at large. In addi- 
tion, at a very early stage the girl’s intense primary identification with 
the mother gives way to a personal identification as her secondary, 
gendered identity; and this identity is more positive and secure than 
the abstract positional gender identification achieved by the boy. 

The firmness of such gender identity in girls, and its nonbiological 
genesis, is documented in the literature: children who were mis- 
takenly identified as girls at birth (children with unusual chromo- 
somal configurations or with ambiguous genitalia) and subsequently 
raised as girls display equally strong gender identity as biological fe- 
males. Subsequent discoveries of the lack of a vagina or reproductive 
organs or correct chromosomal makeup does not cast the gender 
identity into question. What is at issue for the individual is how to 
remedy the anatomical error (how to construct a vagina, whether in 
vitro fertilization would be successful and so on). Thus, gender iden- 
tity is likely not to have a biological grounding. In fact, Robert J. 
Stoller argues that gender identity comes from parents’ confident be- 
lief in the child’s gender and their unambivalent treatment of the 
child according to that belief. Suzanne J. Kessler similarly cites evi- 
dence that “from the moment of birth the parent responds to the in- 
fant based on the infant's gender.”™ 

When the subsequent preadolescent discovery of where babies 
come from occurs, however, this information is transposed back onto 
one’s early found gender identity: I am like my mother (whether or 
not this is in fact biologically the case), therefore I too can have a 
child. Being a mother, in this additional biological sense, becomes a 
part of the girl because it is a part of her mother—indeed, it defines 
the mother in an important way for the girl—with whom she identi- 
fies intensely. (Note also that the awareness of pregnancy occurs at 
the same age that preoedipal issues tend to resurface for the girl.)” 
Thus psychoanalytic theory can shed light on theories oriented to- 
ward biology and make better sense of them. In this case it shows 
that the postulated existence of a reproductive consciousness has a 
high likelihood of truth, regardless of whether a woman has a child, 
wants to have one, or is even physically capable of bearing one. 

So not only does psychoanalytic theory reveal a highly significant 
aspect of epistemology, but also it has great potential explanatory 
power. This still fails to account, however, for a final set of objections 
to my approach, which are perhaps more profound and sweeping. It 
might be argued that a feminist standpoint approach to gender psy- 


“Stoller (1973); Kessler (1990), p- 9, n: 15. See also Rubin, Provenzano, and Luria 
(1974). 
“Chodorow (1978), pp. 130-40. 
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chology is problematic in its assumption that there is a “feminine ex- 
perience.” Feminist standpoint’s key strength lies in its ability to chal- 
lenge the supposed neutrality of current epistemological frameworks 
and resulting substantive theories. It is also powerful in its call for the 
recognition and revaluation of women’s experience and perspective. 
But critics contend that it fails to account for differences among 
women according to race, class, geographic location, nationality, and 
historical period. It may well assume that women means white 
women, just as blacks or Africans often implicitly means black or Afri- 
can men.” Such questions also pose the postmodernist challenge once 
again. As I indicated earlier, I consider the relationship between post- 
modernism and feminism in my afterword; but for some readers 
these questions press imminently on the present discussion. To dis- 
cuss gender psychology is totalizing enough in its declaration of what 
women and men are. But then to raise these constructions to the level 
of epistemology is to carry the evil of totalization dangerously further, 
for it is to elevate to a more profound level of truth claim the partic- 
ularity of individual experiences, which must necessarily differ from 
all other individual experiences. 

A feminist standpoint approach also may seem to cast reality in 
terms of duality, even as it ostensibly rejects dualism. It may seem to 
embrace the “flip side” mentality that seeks to reject all that is sup- 
posedly masculine and replace it with all that is supposedly feminine. 
Standpoint theory claims that the standpoint of oppressed persons is 
superior to the dominant ideology because the oppressed have a su- 
perior ability to see the reality of social relations and thus are more 
able to speak out about the truth of those relations. Are women, then, 
the vanguard? Certainly Hartsock’s approach in particular grants the 
possibility of males’ achieving a feminist standpoint. But this ability 
must be limited, according to her theory, since men do not experience 
women’s oppression. This potential dualism threatens gender psy- 
chology as well. Chodorow seems to indicate that men could become 
more like women if fathers took a larger role in early child care. The 
implication is that women would become more like men as well, but 
the theory is always cast in terms of men’s needing to develop “femi- 
nine” traits and abilities. This is true of Gilligan’s work as well. Al- 
though she is rightly critical of the rights model's rejection of issues of 
care, she advocates an increased incorporation of the care conception 
without adequately addressing its weaknesses. Does this view pre- 
sent a gynocentric theory that excludes masculinity altogether? 

*See Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982), and Harding (1986), chap. 7, for this point. More 


generally, for criticisms of Chodorow and Gilligan along these lines, see Fraser and 
Nicholson (1990), Gottlieb (1984), and Young (1984). 
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And what about the particular construction of femininity that gen- 
der psychology posits? Is it not essentialist and reductive, similarly 
ignoring differences in race, class, and historical period? Might there 
not be other factors in child-rearing relations that could compensate 
for or override the effects of being raised by a woman? Furthermore, 
there has been disagreement over whether mother-only child rearing 
is in fact a socially universal practice, with some evidence that men 
partake in child rearing in some nonwestern cultures. Michelle Ro- 
saldo cites the Ilongots of the Philippines as one society where “men 
spend long hours with their children” and seem to share more in 
domestic responsibilities.” Other objections attack the patriarchal-nu- 
clear form of the family that object relations assumes. Chodorow’s 
work, and object relations in general, has been criticized for ignoring 
the fact that many children today are raised in single-parent house- 
holds.* Where do we place women (and men) who do not fit the 
mold? This is a particularly pertinent question for today’s infants (and 
perhaps tomorrow’s political theorists), who are being raised in 
shared” and single, heterosexual and homosexual parental relation- 
ships. Gilligan’s work has been criticized on similar grounds, with 
critics contending the race and class bias of her sample yields a partic- 
ularistic and even reified notion of feminine morality. 

My first response to these objections is that it is still valid to explore 
the experiences of women past and present, even if those experiences 
are not universal, because of their significance for social reality as well 
as for political theory. Even though it is true that the ignorance of 
differences among women is potentially oppressive, that should not 
forestall the attempt to define a common ground on which women of 
various races, cultures, and historical periods can find multiple bases 
for shared experiences and standpoints. Object relations does suggest 
that the cultural phenomenon of mother-only child rearing can cut 
across a variety of family relations and structures; it can offer at least a 
“large historical narrative”” and thus has the potential for providing 
such a common ground. There are many variations within child-rear- 
ing practices, but whether people have similar or different relations 


“Rosaldo (1974), p- 41- 

*Bart (1984). Although I agree that object relations does not take a variety of variables 
into account, the single-mother model of parenthood is really not very different from 
the model object relations propounds; in fact the effects of the father’s absence might 
be exaggerated, with boys’ positional identification becoming even more abstract. 

*This so-called objection in fact supports object relations; indeed, object relations 
applauds shared parenthood as the solution to the psychic ills produced by the sexual 
division of labor. Thus, according to the theory, people raised in this way should pro- 
duce a more liberated society. 

“Fraser and Nicholson (1990), p. 25. 
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with their primary caretakers, to deny that it is women, and women 
alone, who have primary responsibility for child rearing in almost all 
cultures is to reject a large body of historical and anthropological evi- 
dence. For instance, in Rosaldo’s example, her finding that there is 
greater sexual equity among the Ilongots than in other cultures, lead- 
ing to her conclusion that “an egalitarian ethos seems possible to the 
extent that men take on a domestic role,”™ reinforces rather than con- 
tradicts Chodorow’s thesis. 

Furthermore, the present work is concerned with theories that have 
come out of societies in which child rearing is, on the whole, the 
responsibility of women—that is, the modern West—and Chodorow 
explicitly locates her theory in modern western capitalism.” It is pos- 
sible that there may have existed cultures in which women were not 
the primary caretakers, and for such cultures it may be that object 
relations theory has diminished explanatory force. But this is certainly 
not the case in the modern West. Since my argument centers around 
a body of thought—liberalism—that at least characterizes western cap- 
italism, the argument really only need concern itself with the social 
relations of child rearing in the West and since the late seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. At the very least, object relations certainly 
characterizes the family structures of the Enlightenment and post-En- 
lightenment West out of which social contract theory emerged. In- 
deed, one could argue that object relations might well explain “the” 
Enlightenment family more accurately than “the” family of the late 
twentieth century.” In this sense, to the degree that object relations 
does rely on a model of the family and child rearing that is sexist, 
racist, and classist, it becomes a useful vehicle for interpreting mod- 
ern liberal theory as a sexist, racist, and classist ideology. In this light, 
it would contribute more effectively to a critique of social contract 
theory than to attempts to build a feminist theory of obligation in its 
place; but this issue will be addressed in my final chapters. 

In other words, the claim for virtual universality must not be taken 
too grandly. Indeed, to do so is to fabricate a totality that is not being 
sought; but such are the strategies of modernists, not (supposedly) 
postmodernists. As Keller points out, “Although the patterns that 
give rise to” the gender differences posited by object relations theory 
“may be quasi-universal . . . the conditions that sustain them are 
not.” Thus, 


“Rosaldo (1974), p. 39. Rosaldo provides an overview of the anthropological litera- 
ture that defends the claim that mother-only child rearing is virtually universal, 

Chodorow (1978), pp. 187-200, 212. 
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in a culture that validates subsequent adult experiences that transcend 
the subject-object divide . . . these early identifications are counter- 
acted—provided, that is, that such experiences are validated as essen- 
tially human rather than as “feminine” experience. However, in a culture 
such as ours, where primary validation is accorded to a science that has 
been premised on a radical dichotomy between subject and object, and 
where all other experiences are accorded secondary, “feminine” status, 
the early identifications can hardly fail to persist.” 


Mother-only child rearing is a practice that is not coextensive with the 
western patriarchal nuclear family. Even though it is the model most 
object relations theorists tend to focus on, the theory is broadly appli- 
cable beyond this particular family structure to others where promi- 
nence of the mother and absence of the father are characteristic. 
Critics may point to the rise of single-parent families; people of color 
may experience communal parenting;” lesbian mothers may question 
the need for fathers at all, But the fact remains that in the vast major- 
ity of these structures it is still women who bear responsibility for child 
rearing, and do so within patriarchal contexts; indeed, in all three of 
these examples absence of the father plays an important role in the 
structuring of mothering practices. 

Furthermore, the father’s absence must also be understood in terms 
of its symbolic content, particularly since gender is a learned cate- 
gory. In a patriarchal culture it is likely to be the absence of a father in 
the context of male culfural dominance, rather than the absence of a 
particular male person per se, that is significant. There can certainly 
be an intertwining of these two factors; for most people the cultural 
meaning of the masculine is symbolized by our fathers. But for people 
whose fathers were material presences in the family even if they were 
not involved in child rearing, the father’s absence is significant be- 
cause of a myriad of relations with him: loving, angry, conflicted, and 
ambivalent. Here the symbolic absence appears to cohere with the at 
least passive but concrete rejection by a particular man with whom 
one’s emotional life is intimately tied. For others, for whom the fa- 
ther’s absence entails a physical absence from the family altogether— 
let us say one was raised in a lesbian household and never knew 
one’s father, or perhaps one’s father died or abandoned one at 
birth—this deep emotional effect remains at a more purely represen- 
tational and abstract level. But in both cases the significance of “the 
father” is still largely cultural; it still derives in circular fashion from 
the fact that, within patriarchy, gender is not only treated as an es- 


“Keller (1985), p. 87. 
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sential aspect of self-identity but is also oppositionally structured. Ob- 
ject relations theory suggests that the absence of the father for any 
reason results in positional identification for boys because of the cul- 
tural significance of gender identity to self-identity, and because mas- 
culinity must be conceived as not-female. Given this dualistic opposi- 
tion in defining gender, and its perhaps artificial but certainly socially 
constructed prominence in conceptions of the self, the father’s ab- 
sence exists and develops its meaning in a context of mother-only 
child rearing. 

So these arguments suggest that to denigrate the importance of 
women’s role as mother is a typically sexist reaction. Although the 
effects of mother-only child rearing are likely to be modified by cer- 
tain variables, the effects are too powerful to be completely elimi- 
nated. Indeed, denying its impact can be seen as a reaction perfectly 
in line with the predictions of object relations theory, a central tenet 
of which is that boys attempt to deny the supposed power of the 
mother, and do so by denying relationality. As Flax argues: 


The repression, especially by men, of these primary relations and the 
relational aspects of our subjectivity is necessary for the replication of 
male-dominant cultures. A feminist theorist might well ask whether cer- 
tain postmodernist deconstructors of the self are not merely the latest in 
a long line of philosophic strategies motivated by a need to evade, deny, 
or repress the importance of early childhood experiences, especially 
mother-child relationships, in the constitution of the self and the culture 
more generally. Perhaps it is less threatening to have no self than one 
pervaded by memories of, longing for, suppressed identification with, or 
terror of the powerful mother of infancy.” 


This response tends to ring with psychoanalytic smugness, but it 
does suggest that postmodernism can be seen as allied with postfemi- 
nism in its rejection of feminine experience as valid. This rejection, 
however, must itself be questioned. A number of theorists have done 
so, and powerfully.” Their criticisms have not stilled debate, but they 


*Flax (1990), p. 232. 

*For challenges to postmodernism, see particularly Hartsock (1987), Brown (1987), 
and the special issue of Differences 1, no. 2 (1989) devoted to feminist critiques of post- 
structuralism. An additional response on this issue is offered by Flax (1983). She ad- 
dresses the problem of circumstances that might affect the impact of mother-only child 
rearing by discussing philosophers who are what she calls “ ‘pure case’ examples, since 
they each lived in a historical period in which these mitigating factors were largely 
absent” (p. 245). Since three of the four philosophers she discusses—Plato, Descartes, 
Hobbes, and Rousseau—are also discussed in the present volume, J could rely on her 
argument to defend even more strongly my application of object relations to theories of 
obligation and epistemology. 1 am reluctant to do this, however, because I would not 
want to defend the “purity” of these cases. Rather, I suggest that although the effects 
of mother-only child rearing can be modified, they will not be eliminated completely. 
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highlight an important question: Why is it now, when women and 
racial minorities are finding their voices, when literary and political 
theory are providing ways for such voices to articulate their own the- 
ories and ways of seeing and constructing the world, that postmoder- 
nists—all of whom, at least originally, were white privileged males 
within the academy—suddenly tell us that voice is illegitimate? Is it 
precisely because the feminist claim to voice threatens masculinism’s 
need to repress connection, a need that I have argued is a theme 
traceable at least as far back as Hobbes? Indeed, I would further ques- 
tion whether postmodernism is not sexist in its attempts to perpetu- 
ate the ontological-epistemological split. By insisting on the separa- 
tion of being from knowing—specifically by denying the degree to 
which people share an experience of being—postmodernists revert to 
the isolation and subjectivity of Descartes’s “cogito.” 

This criticism of postmodernism is not limited to its attacks on gen- 
der psychology, of course; postmodern criticism of standpoint theory 
is similarly problematic. Indeed, I find that such criticism founds itself 
on a “straw woman,” as the essentialism it attributes to feminism is 
reductive, naturalistic, oversimplified. Perhaps ironically, this is par- 
ticularly evident in the work of feminist postmodern theorists. Con- 
sider, for example, this criticism of essentialism by Denise Riley: “The 
tactical problem is in naming and specifying sexual difference where 
it has been ignored or misread; but without doing so in a way which 
guarantees it an eternal life of its own, a lonely trajectory across infin- 
ity which spreads out over the whole of being and the whole of soci- 
ety—as if the chance of one’s gendered conception mercilessly guar- 
anteed every subsequent facet of one’s existence at all moments.” 

There is little to disagree with in this passage; indeed, what femi- 
nist would want to? Perhaps some biodeterminists and political con- 
servatives seek to create new images of women “in a way which guar- 
antees it an eternal life of its own,” but no feminist theorists that I 
have read engage in such a strategy, and certainly none drawn on in 
the present argument do so. Even Chodorow and Gilligan, who are 
often criticized along such lines, display, as I have argued, a material- 
ism that necessitates a concept of gender that is not naturalistic or 
biological, neither timeless nor inevitable, but rather responds to his- 
torical and social contexts. If those contexts—such as mother-only 
child rearing—have continued through long periods of history, then 
it might appear as if such characteristics are natural or inevitable, as 
patriarchs have long claimed; and in this case it would also appear 
that the theory endorses a naturalistic view of gender. But, as femi- 
nists have long argued in their attacks on patriarchal naturalism, such 
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appearances are superficial and misrepresentative, calling for deeper 
and more complex analysis. Why does this distinction between ap- 
pearance and reality not apply to readings of feminist theory? Should 
feminists not be held accountable to these same standards when cri- 
tiquing one of their own? 

The feminist postmodernist Susan Hekman offers a similar defense 
of Gilligan against essentialist interpretations. She goes so far as to 
compare Gilligan to both Gadamer and Derrida, arguing that Gilligan 
is “deconstructing the rationalist model of morality.”” Yet she fails to 
extend such a reading to standpoint arguments, claiming that Hart- 
sock “has argued consistently that feminists must reject all epis- 
temologies that are formulated by male theorists and adopt an epis- 
temology that privileges the female standpoint.’”” As I noted earlier, 
Hartsock explicitly differentiates between female and feminist stand- 
points, partly because she wishes to acknowledge that there are male 
feminists in the world, partly because a standpoint does not come 
naturally or spontaneously to anyone but rather must be achieved 
through struggle, wherein lies its liberating potential. She further 
welcomes the efforts of male theorists to adopt feminist standpoints. 
The Derridean postmodernism Hekman endorses may seem feminist 
insofar as it treats women as symbolic, leading to a feminized epis- 
temology that embodies multiplicity rather than unity. Yet such a the- 
ory is reductive and ignores the emphasis on concrete material experi- 
ence so crucial to feminist standpoint methods. Although symbolism 
is vital to critical theory, and indeed to my own use of gender psy- 
chology, to treat woman as only a symbol, even as a symbol of multi- 
plicity, is to deny a real concept of multiplicity among flesh-and-blood 
women, and to deny the real oppression that women face under pa- 
triarchy. 

Flax’s claim that standpoint epistemology presupposes “that people 
will act rationally on their ‘interests’” is similarly misrepresentative. 
In the first place, it contradicts Hartsock’s lengthy and exhaustive cri- 
tique of rational choice approaches, as well as her analysis of the con- 
cept of interest itself. Flax’s claim that the standpoint approach “as- 
sumes that the oppressed are not in some fundamental ways 
damaged by their social experience” is even more misrepresentative 
and confusing.” Hartsock explicitly acknowledges the ways in which 


*Hekman (1990), p. 57- 

“Ibid, p. 154. 

“Flax (1990), p. 141. Furthermore, Flax cannot simultaneously critique the notion of a 
unified self and then talk about a “damaged” self (p. 141): damaged compared to what 
standard? My reading of Flax as a standpoint theorist thus becomes revised in light of 
her own condemnation of it. She seems to go beyond standpoint and even displays 
affinities with modernism. 
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patriarchy informs women’s experiences. Thus a feminist goal is not 
to “act out” women’s experiences but to theorize them critically and 
to learn about women’s responses to oppression as much as about the 
oppression itself. This is certainly consistent with my own use of 
standpoint. 

I therefore find the postmodern challenge to standpoint epistemol- 
ogy and gender psychology to be seriously problematic in its anti- 
feminist potential; but I have another response to the objections I 
have just summarized that is much more sympathetic. Indeed, it in- 
volves highlighting the ways in which my own application of feminist 
standpoint borrows from postmodern insights. This begins with the 
recognition that I am looking at only one aspect of political philoso- 
phy, namely gender bias, and within that I consider gender psychol- 
ogy as only one source of explanation. My approach presumes to be 
neither comprehensive nor exclusive in either its methodology or con- 
clusions, and it would be misleading to interpret my argument as 
seeking to replace one hegemony with another. My critique of con- 
sent theory in Chapters 1 and 2 obviously coheres with a postmodern 
suspicion and rejection of universalizing theories of human nature 
because such theories make invisible the particularity of difference in 
the experiences of women and other excluded groups. If liberal epis- 
temology and dominant western theoretical discourses are reflective 
of specifically white male practitioners, then we need to uncover that 
bias and explore what is excluded. Gender is one such category. It is 
certainly not the only category, but it is an extremely significant one. 
The impact of gender bias and my own use of gender theory have 
potentially far-reaching implications, and I wish neither to minimize 
the importance of this work nor to dodge the controversy it raises. 
But it is crucial to remember that this work does not seek to construct 
a new, totalizing grand theory or ideology. 

Nor am I attempting to create the definitive feminist standpoint 
epistemology here. Rather, I hope to raise some previously unasked 
—and unseen—questions about liberal theory and epistemology. 
Through this process multiple feminist standpoints should be re- 
vealed. Indeed, if I were to carry my argument to its logical conclu- 
sion, multiple standpoints of a variety of excluded groups would 
emerge. But by approaching standpoint epistemology through femi- 
nism and women’s experiences, I am also attempting to explore some 
of the common and overlapping elements that feminist epistemol- 
ogies share. In the process my argument develops new approaches to 
political theory that involve locality, contextuality, concreteness, and 
particularity. In this, as I will argue in my afterword, although I reject 
the idea of a feminist postmodernism, I believe I am utilizing an ap- 
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proach I would call postmodern feminism. For in combining the 
quasi-modernist characteristics of standpoint theory and gender psy- 
chology with some of the deconstructive and antiuniversal qualities of 
postmodernism, feminist theory can gain access to the deepest levels 
of the symbolic in cultural practices and institutions such as the patri- 
archal nuclear family, the liberal state, and the social contract. 

As my method of standpoint epistemology borrows from post- 
modern insights, so are my reading and use of object relations and 
gender psychology similarly compatible with many aspects of post- 
modernism, the most prominent being the rejection of essentialized 
views of gender, In its locating personality development and accom- 
panying epistemological frameworks in the context of institu- 
tionalized practices of child rearing and suggesting that changes in 
those practises will bring about changes in self-other conceptualiza- 
tions and hence in gender, object relations theory can be seen as 
strongly compatible with postmodern aspects of fluid notions of self- 
hood and relationship. It is true that object relations speaks in terms 
of a “core self” that can be evaluated as “true” or “false.” But, as Flax 
notes in her discussion of Winnicott,” a true core self is precisely one 
that is fluid, that is not artificially static and afraid of ambivalence and 
change. That is, the core self of object relations theory is not a magic 
entity that exists inside each of us, unaffected by the external events 
that pummel our surface selves; a core self is simply that confidence 
in and security about our existence that allows us to cope with the 
ever-changing context that is life. The modernist notion of selfhood 
attempts to control this fluidity by posing a falsely universalized no- 
tion of autonomy as separateness. Object relations recognizes the 
ways in which the self is shaped by relationships. The core is thus a 
self-in-relationship. A disconnected self must engage in the false 
structures that deny the fragmentation which such disconnection nec- 
essarily entails. In other words, the masculinist self under patriarchy 
is not false in the sense that another (more) unified identity would be 
true; rather, the falseness comes from precisely this unified and static 
quality. 

Thus, on the one hand, I have argued that my work is allied with 
elements of postmodernism; and on the other, I have argued that 
postmoderism is itself problematic in many of the areas in which it 
critiques gender psychology and feminist theory. Yet a third, perhaps 
more political response to the postmodern challenge is suggested by 
Harding. She has attempted to reconcile the tensions between post- 
modernism and feminism by arguing that standpoint epistemology is 


“Tbid., p. 110. 


Implications for a Feminist Epistemology 183 


a necessary step in the development of feminist theory; it is crucial to 
develop the standpoint approach so that it can transcend itself. Meth- 
odologically, to engage in postmodernist dialogue without the stand- 
point is like giving feminists feathers to fight bayonets.” In other 
words, one cannot arrive at postfeminism without completing the 
feminist enterprise. This makes a great deal of sense philosophically 
and politically. And though it may appear antithetical to postmodern 
method, Derrida himself can be read to suggest precisely such a strat- 
egy in Positions: “To overlook this phase of overturning [oppressive 
dualisms] is to forget the conflictual and subordinating structure of 
opposition. Therefore one might proceed too quickly to a neutraliza- 
tion that in practice would leave the previous field untouched. ”” 

So the present work should be seen as sympathetic to and compati- 
ble with postmodernism and yet suspicious and critical of it. None of 
these responses is final, of course, and my own intellectual ambiva- 
lence about postmodernism as well as standpoint epistemology and 
object relations theory remains. I highlight these responses not to ar- 
gue that the objections are ill-founded; rather, I seek to clarify what 
my use of this controversial literature does—and does not—seek to 
achieve. But I also wish to convey to the reader that I do not think 
there are any easy, or even clear, answers to these issues at this 
point. That, I suppose, is what makes something controversial rather 
than absolute (or obsolete) and hence worthy of philosophical reflec- 
tion. These issues need to be considered if the power of the symbolic 
implicit in the theories is to be realized. Accordingly, my analysis op- 
erates from a hypothetical acceptance of gender psychology; but it 
also operates from a reading of these works and of standpoint epis- 
temology that carries them beyond what is articulated explicitly to 
their necessarily implicit symbolic quality. This needs to be done pre- 
cisely because of the challenge these theories pose to our accepted 
notions of epistemology, ontology, and even substantive political con- 
cepts such as obligation. It also needs to be done because these theo- 
ries have gained so much attention and are being adopted by feminist 
scholars in various disciplines, including political science. Amid all 
this attention, few have yet asked the question, If these theories are 
correct, what exactly are the implications for political theory? A con- 
sideration of epistemology in light of gender psychology can provide 
not only a better understanding of the ways in which liberal epis- 
temology is inherently masculinist but also a basis for understanding 
how and why the substantive aspects of political theory—our under- 
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standing of rights, freedom, justice, and obligation—display a similar 
bias. 


Epistemology and the Patriarchal Unconscious 


Susan Bordo, in her analysis of Descartes, supports this proposition 
by tracing the roots of Descartes’s rationalist epistemology to a cul- 
tural and scientific revolution that “defeminized” culture and, not so 
coincidentally, corresponds to the beginnings of modern western cap- 
italism’s form of mother-only child rearing. As Bordo points out, the 
location of truth solely in the mind, the rejection of bodily or sensory 
experience, reflects a specifically masculinist conception of knowing 
and knowledge. The interiority of mental life, which, according to 
her, begins in the Renaissance—“the notion that the experience of 
individuals is fundamentally opaque, even inaccessible to others” —is 
most starkly presented in Descartes. The emphasis on “clarity, dis- 
passion, and detachment . , . the imagery of objectivity” play a cen- 
tral role in Descartes’s epistemology, and serve as the basis of 
“the model of knowledge that Descartes bequeathed to modern sci- 
ence.” 

But this model of knowledge, she says, with its conceptions of ob- 
jectivity and interiority and pure knowledge, can be seen as a specifi- 
cally masculine response to cultural changes that echo preoedipal di- 
lemmas. She asks, after a brief discussion of object relations theory: 


May not such a process reverberate, too, on the cultural level? Perhaps 
some cultural eras compensate for the pain of individuation better than 
others through a mother imagery of the cosmos (such as was dominant, 
e.g., throughout the Chaucerian and Elizabethan eras) that assuages the 
anxiety of our actual separateness as individuals. On the other hand, 
during periods in which long-established images of symbiosis and cosmic 
unity break down (as they did during the period of the scientific revolu- 
tion), may we not expect an increase in self-consciousness and anxiety 
over the distance between self and world—a constant concern, to para- 
phrase Mahler, over the whereabouts of the world? All these, as I have 
suggested, are central motifs in the Meditations.” 


If social and cultural embodiments of “the feminine” broke down 
during the scientific revolution, then it is more than coincidence that 
the understanding of epistemology as separate from ontology devel- 
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oped so fully in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Indeed, 
there is a specific reason and purpose relating to gender and mother- 
only child rearing. In this light, Descartes’s assertion that God is all 
that stands between the inner life and the object world takes on 
added significance. In social contract theories in particular, patriarchal 
figures such as God or the Sovereign serve useful purposes of pre- 
serving men from being lost in feminine “nature.” According to object 
relations, when threatened with engulfment by the mother, the boy 
turns to the abstract father, or more precisely to the rule-governed 
roles he provides, as a means to solidify his identity. The patriarchal 
figure is the constant and sole mediator between the individual boy’s 
interiority and the object world. But this “father” is an idealization; 
real fathers will likely display the same problems their sons are at- 
tempting to grapple with. 

This last point is important to remember: as Bordo suggests, it is 
not merely the experiences of individual philosophers that have sig- 
nificance. In order to understand the gendered bias of epistemology 
and political theory, we must attend to the cultural dimensions of the 
supposedly individual experience of psychic development. If a culture 
contains certain practices, such as mother-only child rearing, that res- 
onate psychically on individual members, this resonance will be mir- 
rored in the culture those individuals in turn help create and trans- 
form. It is here that the greatest potential for the symbolic is situated. 
Cultural manifestations of psychic issues will likely represent ideal- 
ized or even simplified translations of the variety that individual ex- 
perience embodies; but this culture will in turn have its own effects 
on individual participants in a dynamic interaction. Thus Descartes’s 
concept of knowledge is not “merely” a manifestation of individual 
experience or of culture but instead reflects the interaction between 
these two. 

Even so, this discussion ignores a final point which I find implicit in 
Bordo’s discussion. In spite of Descartes’s duality of mind and body, 
and the separation of epistemology and ontology that follows from 
that, his concept of knowing and knowledge follows very specifically 
from his concept of being. “Cogito ergo sum” and the concept of pure 
knowledge divorced from the body (and from the knower) operate 
centrally from a particular ontology. The definiton of true being, of 
the true self, is conceptualized by Descartes as bodiless, but it is a 
concept of being nonetheless. And this concept influences his concept 
of knowledge. Perhaps, then, what is truly significant about Des- 
cartes’s philosophy is not the fact that his ontology actually does in- 
form his epistemology but that Descartes—and the epistemologists 
who followed him—unconditionally denied this unity even as they 
implicitly operated from within it. 
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This same duplicity of the unconscious is explored by Flax. She 
even more explicitly likens Descartes’s “cogito,” with the insistence 
on pure, bodiless, rational thought, to the narcissistic phase of the 
preoedipal period, when the boy subjugates the mother’s and the 
world’s subjectivity to his self so that they are “seen purely as a cre- 
ation of and an object for the self.”” She compares this to Plato’s 
separation of mind and body, reason and appetite, involving an at- 
tempt to transcend the body. This further corresponds to his exclu- 
sion of (at least childbearing) women from public life. The victory of 
reason enables man to leave the cave/unconscious/womb, to control 
the world and woman/mother, to deny and subjugate her subjectivity 
for the security of his own. 

According to object relations, the male child needs to repress and 
deny the subjectivity of the mother in excising the mother from the 
self. The female is less able to do so, both because of her greater 
psychic dependence on the mother and because she herself is female 
and therefore like her mother. Male positional identification as not- 
female involves the disparagement of the mother and the distancing 
of the self from her and all females. Recognizing this, and the fact 
that institutional frameworks of patriarchy have arisen interactively 
with this developmental process, Flax says, “Both individual male de- 
velopment and patriarchy are partially rooted in a need to deny the 
power and autonomy of women.” The ability of boys to split off the 
“bad mother” is tied to patriarchy in an obvious way: if parents of 
both sexes shared early child rearing, then splitting off would not be 
an available defense maneuver, and with denial impossible, resolu- 
tion would be required. As it is, the availability of this maneuver per- 
petuates male denigration of women, and hence perpetuates patri- 
archy and mother-only child rearing. 

This masculine experience reverberates in political theory. Flax ar- 
gues that in the rationalist theories of Descartes and Plato, the rejec- 
tion of the body demonstrates a repressive solution to the oedipal 
dilemma and an inability to resolve satisfactorily the longings for 
symbiosis with the mother. Desire and the body must be split off 
from the self, which exists only in pure reason and knowledge, safely 
secured from passion and the darkness of nature. For both Plato and 
Descartes, “reason emerges only when nature (the female) is posited 
as the other with an ‘inevitable’ moment of domination.” Through 
this process women “become the embodiments of the unconscious, 
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just as men become the embodiments of reason and law (the ego and 
the superego).”” 

Application of object relations to social contract theories is partic- 
ularly powerful, for this kind of epistemological orientation readily 
lends itself to hyperindividualism (or abstract individualism). Indeed, 
C. B. Macpherson’s criticism of Hobbes” can be viewed from this per- 
spective. The Hobbesian state of nature, marked by a high level of 
anxiety, particularly about wounds (which Flax specifically parallels to 
castration anxiety), death (destruction by the mother), deprivation of 
desired objects (mother’s warmth or her milk-giving breast), or frus- 
tration of passions (mother’s lack of response, punishment, repres- 
sion of masturbatory impulses), is highly suggestive of the infant's 
transition from the preoedipal to the oedipal phase. A central feature 
of Hobbes’s theory is the denial of any sort of primary human related- 
ness. Indeed his “mechanistic model of human nature . . . excludes 
the traits culturally attributed to females—sociability, nurturance, 
concern for dependent and helpless persons.”* 

The dominance of unleashed passion and desire, the prevalent fear 
of nongratification, of mutilation and death, as well as the inability to 
recognize others as autonomous and to create reciprocal relationships 
can be seen to parallel the infantile preoedipal dilemma. The Levi- 
athan, represented by a single all-powerful male ruler whose word is 
law, provides an externalized superego with systems of rules to guide 
behavior. The key to Hobbes’s theory of the social contract is the be- 
lief that men cannot be self-regulating; the dangers of nature are far 
too powerful for mere mortal resistance. The will must be reinforced 
by an external system of rules, laws, and authority, which serve as 
powerful barriers against the self-destructive return to the state of na- 
ture. 

Similarly, the boy, by attaching himself to the rules and principles 
of masculine roles through positional identification, relies on an exter- 
nalized superego, or a system of rules external to the self, to prevent 
the return to symbiosis with the mother. Reliance on this external 
barrier involves and indeed facilitates the boy’s repression of the con- 
flict between symbiosis and autonomy rather than its resolution. Sim- 
ilarly, the reliance on the Sovereign for protection from the state of 
nature does not resolve the conflict; this is why men “consent” to a 
monarchy rather than trying to govern themselves through a democ- 
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racy. The moral is that man can never survive in the so-called state of 
nature, where the mother has the power of choice to “either nourish, 
or expose” the infant.” Nor can he survive in a democratic world of 
reciprocity, trust, and mutuality, for in such a world the pull back 
toward nature and the state of war would be irresistible. Rather, men 
must turn to a Sovereign (the father) who creates a world of order out 
of perceived chaos, safety out of perceived peril, and effective free- 
dom out of perceived absolute freedom and terror. 

Although there are vast differences between Hobbes and Rousseau, 
Rousseau’s theory also demonstrates this same psychic repression 
and denies any sort of primary relatedness as either natural or good. 
In his state of nature people are isolated from one another, contacts 
are fleeting, and even mothers and children separate and do not rec- 
ognize each other after nursing is over, In The Origin of Inequality 
Rousseau argues that the ability to discern differences among people 
and recognize them produces an idea that cooperation is possible; but 
this cooperation yields mutual dependence and slavery. Love pro- 
duces jealousy, inequality, violence, and finally a state of war. The 
solution is a social contract and a system of law.” Again, analogies to 
object relations theory present themselves: the unregulated state of 
nature represents the very early infantile experience, where the infant 
is unable to differentiate the mother from anyone else and is totally 
self-oriented. The development of love, however, turns to fear of loss 
of the love object, jealousy, and slavery. The answer once again is an 
externalized superego, the turn to the father, and the triumph of ex- 
ternal rules over the id. This creates the ability to separate and remain 
free by radical autonomy and moral freedom. 

In Rousseau’s polity, however, as citizens make their own laws to- 
gether in the Sovereign, the rules are self-referential while at the same 
time they provide an external superego. I am not completely satisfied 
with Flax’s interpretation of Rousseau because his participatory ele- 
ment and the structure it requires involve a high degree of contex- 
tuality and substantive fairness, which are important elements of fem- 
inist obligation. Yet Flax’s framework offers some helpful interpretive 
tools for explaining and understanding many of Rousseau’s inconsis- 
tencies. For instance, although Rousseau emphasizes moral freedom 
through self-legislation, he simultaneously leaps back from the pre- 
cipice of that freedom to draw in the Great Legislator, a benevolent 
paternal figure. The prospect of individual citizens’ working out their 
differences face to face and reaching an agreement evidently seems 
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either too impractical or too frightening to Rousseau. Once again we 
see the conviction that cooperation and love yield mutual dependence 
and slavery, that relationships are not in men’s best interest. Connec- 
tion is a dangerous thing to Rousseau and presents the risk of loss of 
one’s ability to perceive the general will, and thus the loss of one’s 
true self. Hence instead of having full access to one another, citizens 
should not be allowed to speak to one another prior to voting so as 
not to be swayed: otherwise factions and “partial associations are 
formed at the expense of the great association.”* The self is not 
strong enough to withstand the will of others. External rules, as well 
as a patriarchal wise father, the Legislator, protect male citizens from 
sacrificing their true will. 

Likewise, in Emile, Sophie is taught by patriarchal norms to repress 
her sexuality and autonomy so as to safeguard her husband's. Emile 
cannot achieve moral freedom through an act of his own will because 
he is too weak; rather, Sophie herself must be repressed and domi- 
nated. The restraint that frees man’s will to obey itself comes from an 
object outside the self, and the superego is externalized once again. In 
turn, Rousseau’s fear of women’s powers results in his pointed exclu- 
sion of them from the social contract and the Assembly. Not only 
must women be repressed to preserve the moral freedom of men; and 
not only must women fulfill the role of slaves to enable democracy to 
continue. More significantly, women, or the mother, must be ex- 
cluded from the Assembly because the Assembly makes the laws, 
which constitute the structure of the externalized superego. Admit- 
tance of the mother/woman to citizenship would thus destroy male 
autonomy: it would deny a sphere of existence totally separated and 
differentiated from the mother; it would undermine the rigid self- 
other distinction that the law is supposed to provide and on which 
male autonomy and moral freedom are predicated; it would destroy 
the barrier of safety that prevents men from being absorbed back into 
the darkness of nature and the no-man‘s-land of cooperation and 
(symbiotic) connection. 

Indeed, the entire society—which is structured in such a way pre- 
cisely to preserve men’s liberty by the oppression of women—would 
fall apart. Only through women’s oppression can men discover the 
general will, and only through the general will can the moral freedom 
that civil society affords be ensured. The exaggerated fear Rousseau 
expresses of women echoes the male model of gender psychology: 
just as the boy totally rejects the mother and turns to the father and a 
womanless world as a fortress of safety to solidify his identity and 
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prevent return to the mother, so do Rousseau’s citizens forcibly keep 
women out of public life to protect their identity and autonomy. 

The point of Bordo’s and Flax’s work, however, is not to psycho- 
analyze these political theorists as individuals but to develop a pro- 
vocative yet plausible response to the problem of bias. As Flax asks, 
“What forms of social relations exist such that certain questions and 
ways of answering them become constitutive of philosophy?”® In ap- 
plying object relations directly to particular political theories, Bordo 
and Flax explore the dimensions of political theory that are rooted in 
social-structural forms of relationship; and in the process, I maintain, 
they reveal the ontological dimensions of the theories’ epistemolo- 
pies. They reveal that the dichotomy between epistemology and on- 
tology is not only false but a smokescreen that masks—even from the 
theorists themselves—their very intimate relationship. 

The analysis afforded by this application of object relations theory 
is useful in providing a feminist methodological tool for a deeper un- 
derstanding not merely of why women are excluded from the social 
contract but of why the conceptual frameworks require women’s ex- 
clusion. Indeed, this approach strikes at the heart of what a theory 
such as Macpherson’s argues: that the reality described by the social 
contract theorists is based on incorrect premises. This feminist inter- 
pretation suggests that these premises are not so much incorrect (or 
not simply incorrect) as they are the accurate representation of a 
faulty attempt at inner conflict resolution. That is, the description is 
not itself false: the experience it depicts, however, is biased and 
faulty. It cannot be dismissed as simply false because the world—and 
a kind of truth—has been created in this very image.* The western 
world under capitalism has been to a large extent structured as a se- 
ries of market relations, with the result that freedom must logically 
refer to the absence of external restraints, and obligation must refer to 
consent. In our language and conceptual history, this is what these 
terms mean to us. But that does not mean such a structure reflects 
human nature or that it describes as much of our lives as it claims to. 


Relational Rationality 


Another avenue taken by feminist theorists in applying gender the- 
ory to political theory lies more within the tradition of analytical phi- 
losophy than the history of thought. Theorists such as Sandra Hard- 
ing and Evelyn Fox Keller focus on particular concepts that are central 
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to our understanding of liberal political theory in general. Harding in 
particular explores the concept of rationality, which is deeply opera- 
tive in liberal theory. Writing from the perspective of the philosophy 
of science, Harding argues that the central issues and methods of 
modern science were (and are) specifically masculine efforts to over- 
come specifically feminine problems: that is, science and scientific 
method developed as the attempts of male scientists to master the 
problems posed by an unpredictable “feminine” nature.” 

This enterprise ramifies on epistemology. If Descartes provided the 
model of knowledge for modern science, the empiricist epistemol- 
ogies of Locke, Hume, and Mill resulted from the effort to make sense 
of the findings of modern science. Harding points out: 


Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant were trying to make sense of the kind 
of knowledge-seeking exemplified by Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton. 
The creators of modern epistemologies were meditating upon what they 
understood to be a science created by individual “craft-laborers,” Their 
perceptions of the nature and activities of what they took to be the indi- 
vidual, “disembodied,” but human mind, beholden to no social commit- 
ments but the willful search for clear and certain truth, remain the foun- 
dations from which the questions we recognize as epistemological arise.* 


Yet we can push Harding even further here, extending her point to 
questions that are not normally recognized as epistemological; for her 
work, I contend, reveals that such questions are epistemological even 
though we may not commonly recognize them as such. 

Arguing that science has a “social structure,” and even that “a criti- 
cal and self-reflective social science,” rather than an idealized physics, 
“should be the model for all science,” Harding challenges the concep- 
tualization of “objectivity,” found in modern science, which denies 
that the “social identity of the observer can be an important variable” 
in scientific research.” Harding suggests that the emphasis on objec- 
tivity and the belief that truth can be achieved only through value 
neutrality echo specifically masculine developmental issues. As Keller 
argues in a similar vein, “The cognitive claims of science . . . grow out 
of an emotional substructure” defined by mother-only child rearing,” 
As I discussed earlier, the male child cannot afford to recognize the 
mother’s subjectivity; such recognition would threaten his fragile 
autonomy. In order to preserve this reactive autonomy, he must see 
only the self as subject; (m)others must be objects. Yet this very fact 
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must itself be repressed: the male cannot recognize what he is do- 
ing, for that would equally allow the possibility of recognizing the 
mother’s subjectivity. If the mother is truly object, there can be noth- 
ing to repress. 

Epistemology develops from these social relations of infancy, A 
boy’s need to distance himself from the mother and all others pro- 
duces a perspective on the world, an ontology, and an epistemology 
that fulfill this intense need. In light of this interpretive framework, 
Harding and Keller both conclude that the concept of scientific objec- 
tivity developed as a gender-exclusive concept. Not only did it ex- 
press the need of male practitioners to objectify and dominate the 
female (that is, nature), but furthermore, these practitioners could ef- 
fectively deny “how women’s daily activities have shaped men’s very 
definitions of their worlds.”" That is, the nature of their activities al- 
lowed men to deny the reality of what they were doing. This, Har- 
ding argues, is where feminist standpoint epistemologies perform a 
crucial function, in creating the possibility of revealing the reality of 
these distorted relationships. 

Rationality, the central concept of this positivist science and inti- 
mately intertwined with objectivity, is generally considered gender 
neutral in its scientific approach, but Harding points out its gendered 
character on a variety of levels. Throughout history men have ridi- 
culed women’s thinking as irrational. But Harding insists that the 
concept of rationality as defined in western thought “is not only one- 
sided but also, in some respects, perverse.”” The concept of ra- 
tionality, viewed from the psychoanalytic perspective, can be seen as 
masculinist in its emphasis on rigid lines of argument and narrow 
channels of truth and in its appeal as independent of human con- 
struction. The very characterization of rational thought as objectivity 
in part reflects the male infant’s need to objectify the mother and to 
experience the self-other relationship as a dichotomy. Rationality so 
defined can be interpreted as the search for rules and norms—or the 
externalized superego which lies outside the mother’s domain—so 
characteristic of the boy’s attempt to sieze masculine identity.” 

Positivists will reply that rationality as a concept is something of a 
closed door. Like obligation, rationality has a very particular meaning 
in our language, which cannot be violated without our ceasing to use 
the word correctly. Objectivity, distance between self and other, pure 
deduction, and generalized, rule-governed experience constitute the 
definition of rationality, just as knowing divorced from being consti- 


“Ibid., p. 31. 
“Harding (1984), p- 44. 
“See also Keller (1985), esp. chaps. 4-6. 
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tutes the dominant understanding of epistemology. Perhaps we need 
another word to express this feminist version. But my reading of 
Harding suggests that we must reject this response. In keeping with 
the standpoint assumption that “women’s subjugated position pro- 
vides the possibility of more complete and less perverse understand- 
ings,” the dominant conception of rationality actively distorts both 
our thinking and the social relations that shape and are shaped by 
that thinking. The rigidity of the refusal to realize the man-made na- 
ture of the concept, the pointed exclusion of women from its exercise, 
its use as a tool to distance the self, and its exclusive valuation at the 
expense of other valuable, reasonable mental processes belie the sup- 
posed neutrality of rationality and call for a new understanding of the 
word. 

In this light it is precisely the fact that masculine development, like 
feminine development, exhibits elements of pathology which influ- 
ences the gender bias of institutions and theories. The elaborate cre- 
ation of rules to establish “appropriate relations between mind and 
body, reason and the emotions, self and external world, will and de- 
sire” is so important precisely because these relationships were “pain- 
fully sundered for men in their infancy.” The girl's less severe sep- 
aration from the mother, relative to the boy’s experience—and hence 
her “inability” to objectify the mother*—is seen as a failure to de- 
velop. Female experience is viewed as regressive compared with the 
standards set by male theorists to reflect their own experience. The 
construction of the world, on this view, has been structured precisely 
to answer the psychic needs of its creators. 

Not so coincidentally, the dominant conception of rationality as ob- 
jectivity also echoes Kohlberg’s sixth stage of moral development. By 
thinking rationally, anyone can scientifically apply the rules to arrive 
at a decision that is “just,” or “correct,” or “moral.” Yet Gilligan’s 
work suggests that rationality as procedure, with its emphasis on 
rules and process at the expense of substance and context, takes on a 
decidedly masculinist tint. The abstraction of rationality is not a uni- 
versal good, nor even universal per se. Indeed, my earlier use of Gil- 
ligan’s argument is echoed in Harding’s assertion that a major goal of 
liberal theory is the adjudication of competing rights of “generalized 


“Harding (1986), p- 26. 

Harding (1984), p- 56. 

“In personal conversation Harding has taken issue with my choice of the words 
ability and failure, because she holds that girls’ nonobjectifying qualities are strengths of 
the female model of development. I do not imply any derogation in my reference to 
females’ “inability” to objectify the mother. I merely wish to emphasize that, whereas 
boys are psychically required to objectify the mother, it is exceedingly difficult for girls 
to do so even though they may wish to, because of their intense identification. 
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autonomous individuals.” But the goal of “resolving conflicting re- 
sponsibilities to particular and dependent others’—a question of 
greater concern historically and psychically to women—is not consid- 
ered important.” Indeed, it is not even granted the validity of concep- 
tualization and articulation in mainstream thought. 

The positivist still might reply that all we need to do is reevaluate 
what we consider rational and irrational along nonsexist lines; all we 
need is to be more “objective” in our assessment of objectivity and 
rationality.“ But this response fails to acknowledge the depth of the 
problems that rationality poses. For it is precisely the difference in 
conclusion—not the adherence to procedure—that has served as evi- 
dence of women’s supposed irrationality. That is, the fact of different 
conclusions produces the assumption that the procedure has been 
misused. But this assumption implicitly requires very particular 
values as premises and conclusions, and these reflect particularly 
masculine experience. The gender bias of rationality, which exerts 
certain constraints on the content of thought and conclusions, belies 
rationality’s status as a procedural tool for reaching conclusions based 
on particular premises, It highlights the fact that rationality is not in 
fact pure procedure but rather that procedure requires substantive 
values to serve as a framework for thought processes. After all, if 
rationality were truly only a procedure, then the fact of different con- 
clusions historically reached by women—different values, priorities, 
and moral judgments—would be insufficient to establish the notion 
that women cannot think rationally. Such a claim betrays that ra- 
tionality is not merely or purely procedure; and thus a myriad of 
values can be considered to fall within the framework of rationality. 

The masculinist construction of rationality contradicts its own 
values. On this level the positivist’s suggestion that we need to think 
nonsexistly about rationality is inadequate. On a deeper level, this 
construction of rationality also presupposes that procedure itself is 
singular and uniform and fails to recognize the ways in which sub- 
stance informs and influences procedure. The assertion that ra- 
tionality is pure procedure excludes women by the power of two. Not 
only is “pure” rationality not value free, contrary to its formal claims, 
but also the values that actually inform this concept of rationality 
work with and from the exclusion and objectification of women. Be- 


“Harding (1984), p- 56. 

“This is the “feminist empiricist” conclusion, which Harding (1986) describes as a 
belief that “sexism and androcentrism are biases correctable by stricter adherence to the 
existing methodological norms of scientific inquiry” (p. 24). Harding rejects this ap- 
proach, although she also maintains that the “successor science” project of the feminist 
standpoint is also problematic, as I have briefly indicated. See also Lloyd (1984) and Di 
Stefano (1990) for a discussion of the feminist rationalist argument. 
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cause of the formal claim to value neutrality, however, the attempt to 
identify these values is difficult at best. The masculinist model of ra- 
tionality as pure thought divorced from concrete experience, the im- 
plicit claim that this reasoning is value free, and the automatic rejec- 
tion of “the female” as rational ensure that women’s experience, 
values, and thought, grounded in connectedness and human relation- 
ship, will always appear irrational by definition. 

Rationality defined as objective thought is not only exclusive of 
women but harmful to them, because it is premised on particular con- 
crete values, specifically on a notion of woman as object as a means to 
disempower and distance the mother. In contrast, a feminist con- 
struction of rationality, Harding's “relational rationality’—akin to 
Keller's “dynamic objectivity” and Ernest Schactel’s “allocentric,” or 
other-centered, perspective”—embodies the values, experiences, and 
psychic needs of women’s lives. Indeed, Keller defines dynamic ob- 
jectivity as “a pursuit of knowledge that makes use of subjective expe- 
rience . . . in the interests of a more effective objectivity.” Likening 
the scientist's “attention to the natural world” to an “ideal attention to 
the human world,” she calls it “a form of love.” And she links both to 
dynamic autonomy: “The capacity for such attention, like the capacity 
for love and empathy, requires a sense of self secure enough to toler- 
ate both difference and continuity; it presupposes the development of 
dynamic autonomy.”” 

Harding similarly argues that the concept of a rational person may 
represent (historically or otherwise) different values for women, such 
as the ability to empathize and connect with others. Like Gilligan and 
Chodorow in particular, she points to relationship, connection, and 
emotion as central values of this feminist model of rationality; thus a 
rational person “wants to learn more complex and satisfying ways to 
take the role of the particular other in relationships” as a means of 
understanding and solving problems resulting from relational life. On 
this model, “A rational person naturally has problems when there is 
too little connection with particular others and when she is expected 
only to take the role of the generalized other,” a requirement of 
women under patriarchy and the masculinist definition of rational- 
ity.” Beginning from these different premises, the procedural aspects 
of rationality yield vastly different conclusions from those reached by 
“malestream” thought. But, more important, these premises also sug- 
gest alternate procedures. 


*Keller (1985), chap. 6, borrows from Schactel’s Metamorphosis. 
"Keller (1985), pp. 117-18. 
"Harding (1984), p. 53- 
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Of course, it would be incorrect to say that women cannot and do 
not think rationally along the masculinist model, and I do not intend 
this implication. Because this rationality is premised on the objec- 
tification of women, however, women’s adaptation to this thought is 
not necessarily an unqualified good. Asserting that women can think 
rationally along the male model is not enough. It is insufficient to 
open the door and allow for a wider variety of underlying assump- 
tions merely to change rationality’s contingent connections with sub- 
stantive beliefs and values that are of a masculinist character. As 
Helen Longino and Ruth Doell ask, is the problem of sexist science 
that it is “bad science,” or “science as usual?”” 

Perhaps it is a bit of both. The problem of a sexist conception of 
rationality is a problem of bad thinking or bad philosophy, but it is 
not just bad philosophy; it is also philosophy as usual. We need to 
recognize the sexist inconsistencies of our dominant conceptions of 
rationality—its contingent sexism. But this recognition further re- 
quires us to recognize its structural sexism, and thus to change the 
very definition of rationality and the methodology by which we 
achieve that definition. This is necessary to ensure that other modes 
of thought, and not just other thoughts, are recognized as valuable. 
Once we can do that, we may find that perhaps it is not justice for- 
mally defined that is the truly central concept in the political theory 
that is supposed to reflect our lives; perhaps it is what Harding calls 
“social welfare,” and other values that Gilligan and Chodorow attrib- 
ute to women. A feminist relational rationality would not only allow 
for women’s entry into the public realm by providing recognition of 
their thought processes as valuable, and hence their access to knowl- 
edge as real; it could also thereby reconstitute the public and the po- 
litical. It could redefine what is primary in our considerations of polit- 
ical and social life. 


Power and Epistemology 


These arguments extend to more traditional and substantive con- 
cepts in political theory such as obligation, authority, and justice. 
Hartsock undertakes an analysis of dominant conceptions of power as 
specifically masculinist. In particular, she holds that the conceptualiz- 
ation of power as domination reflects specifically masculine psycho- 
sexual development under patriarchy. Like those of Bordo, Flax, and 
Harding, Hartsock’s arguments unite epistemology and ontology. 


*Longino and Doell (1983), p. 207. See also Harding (1986), chap. 6, esp. p. 138. 
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The conception of power as domination has been a central force 
throughout history in shaping our political institutions and theories, 
such as obligation, as well as our conceptions of love, relationship, 
and community. It has arisen from and in turn strengthened and rein- 
forced an epistemology centered on domination and a self-other di- 
chotomy. But as Hartsock reveals, women’s material experience as 
wives and mothers and their psychosexual development as daughters 
generate a perspective on knowledge and reality that is at odds with 
this masculinist perspective. She traces the roots and development of 
the conception of power as domination and examines its ramifications 
for our thought, our theories, and our politics; and she also demon- 
strates that a feminist theory of power, reflecting the values and expe- 
riences of women’s lives, embodies notions of capacity, energy, and 
empowerment. 

Of the theorists discussed in this chapter, Hartsock is the most 
overtly committed to standpoint epistemology. Indeed, her essay 
“The Feminist Standpoint” introduced the concept and method to 
feminist theory. Hartsock’s argument involves more than psychology, 
however; for her, the standpoint is based on material activity. Her 
analysis of this experience is multifaceted, working from a marxist- 
feminist notion that material life shapes consciousness. Although 
Marx may not have had anything in mind other than the relations of 
production when he suggested this, attention to and recognition of 
the material conditions of women’s lives and the processes of repro- 
duction, housework, and family care lead us to understand how 
women’s consciousness and world view is oriented toward a concept 
of a continuum rather than a dichotomy. 

In housework, a woman has “contact with material necessity,” 
something she shares with factory workers in distinction to capital- 
ists, but her contact is different. First, she works longer hours (the 
double day) and is more involved in the production of use-values 
than of commodities. Second, the nature of repetition is different, for 
she produces for her family to consume: her meals are prepared to be 
eaten immediately, her laundry is cleaned so that it may be worn 
again and soiled. This contrasts qualitatively with the repetition of a 
factory worker; not only is it in his interest that people wish to replace 
products, for he is paid for his work (as the housewife is not), but 
also the futility is not nearly as apparent. An automobile transmission 
may break down after six years, a cog wear out after six months, but 
that is qualitatively different from the daily, even hourly replacement 
engaged in by women.” Third, the woman's work is centered directly 


*Hartsock (1983), p- 292; idem (1984), p. 235. 
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on the production of people, most obviously in pregnancy and par- 
turition, but also in daily nurturance, whether through being an 
understanding listener, preparing a favorite food, or getting a child 
ready for school. Women usually supply the emotional “glue” that 
keeps families and relationships going. Such affective work is a key 
aspect of women’s labor which is generally ignored by male theo- 
rists.” The significance is that “if the institutionalized structure of hu- 
man activity generates an ontology and epistemology, and if the ac- 
tivity of women differs systematically from that of men, we must ask 
whether epistemology is structured by gender as well.”” Epistemol- 
ogy arises from ontology, ways of knowing from ways of being. 

This materialist theory may seem to have little to do with my con- 
sideration of object relations theory, for the results Chodorow details 
might be seen to arise somewhat passively from mothering arrange- 
ments, and not necessarily from any particular or even consciously 
performed activities engaged in by women. Object relations may even 
seem inappropriately esoteric compared with a marxist materialism. 
Yet such a response considers mother-only child rearing abstractly. 
After all, the point of object relations’ findings of gender differences 
depends on the active engagement of the mother in such daily care- 
taking activities as feeding, changing, cleaning, supervising, teaching, 
playing, and communicating. Without these activities, the child 
would not be able to develop normally, even to survive. My failure to 
focus heavily on such activities by no means implies a belief that they 
are unimportant. Thus, although I do not discuss in detail this aspect 
of Hartsock’s work in favor of, in my view, the more important argu- 
ments she makes concerning eros and sexuality, such activities stand 
as an assumed background for my discussion of mother-only child 
rearing as a practice. This same reasoning may be why Hartsock re- 
fers to object relations theory as “materialist psychology.” The anal- 
ysis it provides, while focusing on the psychic development of the 
infant, bases that development not on biology (the absence or pres- 
ence of a penis) or nature, but on a socially constructed relationship 
of affective production. 

Central to Hartsock’s argument is the notion that (masculine) sexu- 
ality and a particular concept of eros are at the root of the conceptual- 
ization of power as domination. It is this aspect of her work that 
holds the most potential for clarifying the ontological dimensions of 
epistemology. She only loosely connects this notion to liberal the- 
ory—she is far more concerned with ancient thought—but she does 


“See also di Leonardo (1984) and Ferguson (1984) for similar arguments. 
*Hartsock (1984), p. 9- 
*Ibid., p- 238. 
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not discuss its full implication. Yet it is this aspect of her theory that is 
best able to explain the implications of power as domination, and 
masculinized eros, for obligation. Although she refers only relatively 
briefly to object relations (she focuses more on the psychology of sex- 
uality, and particularly the work of Robert Stoller), it is my contention 
that a reading of her work from the perspective of object relations and 
moral psychology can reveal the ontological dimensions of her femi- 
nist standpoint epistemology. 

Because men (as fathers) are divorced from reproduction and nur- 
turance, and because of the sexual division of labor when men are 
raised by women, men’s experience (as sons grown up) has tended to 
be less continuous, more fragmented, both psychically and mate- 
rially, than women’s. As feminist psychoanalytic theory allows us to 
see, the “key structuring experience” for men in mother-only child 
rearing is the “fear of ceasing to exist as a separate being . . . because 
of the threat posed by a woman.”” Because of the son’s need to re- 
press the mother and excise the female, connection with the mother/ 
woman is seen as dangerous. The only way in which connection is 
allowable is through domination. 

As I have shown, because of positional identification with abstract 
roles, masculinity develops negatively, as not-female; the son thus 
feels compelled to excise his primary female identity and repress his 
mother in himself. But these female aspects of his original psychic 
identity are too deeply embedded to be truly excised. And because 
gender is considered exclusionary, the intense struggle that results is 
resolved in the only way available. That is, the son devalues and de- 
humanizes his mother, denying her existence, belittling the impor- 
tance of his relation to her. He tries to dominate her and his feelings 
for her by controlling who and what she is. This applies by extension 
to all other women as well: “Intimacy with a woman is so dangerous 
that she must be reduced to a nonentity or made into a thing.”” 

Because of the repression of this central relationship, the son is 
compelled to belittle the significance of all relationships, for he must 
fear connection with others as posing the danger of merging and loss 
of self. This is particularly true when a man engages in a love rela- 
tionship with a woman, for in such a relationship is expressed “the 
dynamic of undoing childhood traumas and frustrations.”” In sexual 
relations, particularly through intercourse for a man, a return to the 
mother is attempted; for him, intercourse is the “return to the 


“Ibid., p. 246. 
™Ibid., p. 252. 
nIbid., p. 159. 
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womb,” a “return to oneness.”” Yet such interaction, while psychi- 
cally gratifying, is dangerous, for it poses the risk of losing one’s self 
and merging back into the (m)other. The solution is to repeat and 
perpetuate the same devaluation of the female love object as was 
done to the mother, and, most important, to dominate and control 
her. 

Thus masculine eros reveals a central construction of relationship as 
domination. In masculine sexuality, Hartsock argues, domination is 
the prevalent characteristic, involving the subordination, objectifica- 
tion, and often the victimization and brutalization of women, 
Through sexual relations with a woman, the male tries to revisit his 
early frustrations experienced as an infant back onto his mother, as 
well as his “rage at giving up the early identification with the mother 
and concomitant ecstasies of fantasy, the fear of failing to differentiate 
oneself from the mother, and a need for revenge on her for putting 
one in this situation.” This has resulted in a plethora of perversions 
of the concept of eros: the phallocentrism of heterosexual relations” 
involving the denial and ignorance of female sexuality and sexual de- 
sire (or, even more effectively, its classification as perversion in itself); 
the far greater incidence, as Stoller notes, of “gross hostility or eroti- 
cized hatred” in masculine sexuality than feminine;“ the association 
of sex with violence and brutality and the eroticization of female vic- 
timization as depicted in literature, film, television, and popular mu- 
sic; the pervasiveness of rape, which, although an age-old offense, 
has in modern times a particularly gruesome connection with dis- 
memberment and serial killings, and is currently on the rise in the 
United States;“ pornography, which bases itself on the victimization 


“Chodorow (1978), p. 194, particularly drawing on Michael Balint, “Perversions and 
Genitality,” in Primary Love and Psycho-Analytic Technique (New York: Liverwright Pub- 
lishing, 1965). 

*'Hartsock (1984), p. 169. 

“Tbid., p. 163. 

®Ibid., p. 162. She documents this finding in the work of Stoller, Kinsey, Dworkin, 
Millet, and Maslow. See pp. 157-60 and her notes to chap. 7 for more specific refer- 
ences. 

“According to the Uniform Crime Reports for the 1980s, rape has increased at a rate 
three times greater than the increase in overall violent crime. In 1980 there were 
13,408,300 violent crimes and 82,990 rapes; in 1990 the overall violent crime rate rose to 
14,393,915 for a 7.35 percent increase, while rape increased to 103,005, an increase of 
21.12 percent (I thank the U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee for this information). In- 
creases in rape are often attributed to increased reporting of rape. But the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics survey for 1986 suggests that the incidence of rape has also increased 
in real numbers. That is, whereas rape in 1986 increased by 10.9 percent over 1985 
(compared with an overall 5.5 percent decrease in all violent crimes), the survey indi- 
cates that reporting of rape to the police may have declined by 20.4 percent since 1985. 
See New York Times, April 13, 1986, B-4. For more recent statistics, see the following 
New York Times articles on the increase in rape: April 21, 1987, C-2; January 1, 1988, 
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of women;* fetishism, which reduces a woman to a part of her body, 
to a thing, thus relieving the man of having to confront a woman as a 
person. These are all in part defensive maneuvers, Hartsock says, “to 
avoid intimacy and fusion with another,” to deny the humanity of 
women and thus assist men in maintaining their gender identity and 
ego boundaries. 


Eros and power are deeply connected, and when eros takes negative, 
masculine forms that point toward death rather than life, the community 
as a whole will be structured by those dynamics. . . . Masculine experi- 
ence, when replicated as epistemology, leads to a world conceived of 
(and in fact) inhabited by a number of fundamentally hostile others 
whom one comes to know by means of opposition (even death struggle) 


and yet with whom one must construct a social relation in order to sur- 
vive.” 


Masculine ontology gives rise to a way of looking at the world—an 
epistemology—which requires a conceptualization of power as domi- 
nation. As Hartsock points out, male writers from Plato to Bataille 
and Mailer have defined human nature in such a way that death is 
life, birth is death; eros is destructive rather than liberating; the body 
is irrelevant to the self; what is true is not subject to natural change; 
relations exist by choice; love is power, domination, and hateful de- 
struction; mistrust and hostility spur the only true creation; “political 
community as community exists only on the battlefield”; and glory 
and honor—immortality—are preeminent over life.” These inversions 
run contrary to women’s experience and perspective, in which birth is 
life, love creates, nature constantly changes what is real, and social 


A-43; March 6, 1988, D-26; January 1, 1989, A-1; May 16, 1989, A-23; May 29, 1989, 
A-25; May 30, 1989, A-1; August 27, 1989, L-1; August 29, 1989, C-1; November 5, 
1989, A—59; October 12, 1990, A—14; May 16, 1989, B-3. 

“There is controversy among feminists about the issue of victimization. But even if 
there are many voluntary female participants in pornography, the prevalence of runa- 
way teenagers’ being coerced into the industry is an undeniable social problem. Fur- 
thermore, many would argue that women’s “voluntary” participation demonstrates the 
success of the male pornography industry at masking the reality of victimization. See 
Griffin (1978, 1981), Dworkin (1981), Colker (1983), Lederer (1980), DeCew (1984). 

*“Hartsock (1984), pp. 170, 202, 242. 

Hartsock (1984), p- 188; see her chaps. 7 and 8 for more detailed discussion. One 
might point out that certain female writers also follow this norm; Hannah Arendt is 
famous for her scorn of the private sphere, claiming that the only truly human realm of 
action is the public. But Hartsock also points out that Arendt's concept of power—like 
that of other female theorists who have written on the subject—rejects the masculinist 
conceptualization of domination in favor of the concept of empowerment. Here would 
be a case for the standpoint’s being specifically gender linked and not entirely self- 
conscious. See Hartsock (1984), chap. 9. 
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relations often exist not by choice though nonetheless desirably. A 
theory of power from a feminist standpoint would stress “aspects re- 
lated to energy, capacity, and potential”* rather than domination. 
Thus, a feminist standpoint, and theories deriving from it, reflect an 
“opposition to dualism, a sense of a variety of interconnectedness and 
continuity both with other persons and with the natural world.” It 
embodies an ontology that hearkens more to Gilligan’s “web of rela- 
tionships” than to a linear series of dyadic oppositions. It embodies a 
multilevel and interactive complex of connections and relations. A 
feminist standpoint allows us to see the fundamental misconstruction 
of social relations in terms of hostility. It does this by recognizing that 
women cannot escape or repress the fact, because they live it, that 
“we are born helpless and begin life with a relation that can only with 
great difficulty be described as an exchange relation—that between 
mother and infant.”” Because of the sexual division of labor, men not 
only can repress and escape this fact but feel compelled to do so, and 
indeed have created theories and practices precisely to aid them in 
the effort to escape. 

According to Hartsock, the masculinist concept of power and the 
“inversions” it entails are particularly realized in the literature of an- 
cient Greece. The oedipal fears of intimacy, fusion, and loss of self are 
“memorialized in the construction of the agonal political world of the 
warrior-hero (and later the citizen) as a world of hostile and threaten- 
ing others to whom one relates by means of rivalry and competition 
for dominance.” But what about the implications for modern 
thought? Parallel to her discussion of eros and ancient Greece, Hart- 
sock presents a marxist analysis of the market society of modern 
thought and liberal democratic society. She traces the development of 
“communities of exchange,” market societies where the rules of ex- 
change serve as the tenuous and abstract links between otherwise 
wholly discrete individuals. This community is “arbitrary and fragile, 
structured fundamentally by competition and dominance.” 

Yet Hartsock strongly differentiates between the community of ex- 
change and the community of eros both as they affect women and as 
they have structured institutions, social relations, and epistemology. 
Although there are obvious parallels and synchronicities between the 
class domination produced by the market and the gender domination 


“Ibid., p. 210, Once again Hartsock’s materialist approach takes a slightly different 
direction than does my interpretation. She would argue that this concept of power 
more accurately reflects women’s material experience of labor as people very much 
involved in empowering other people, especially their children, in helping them grow 
and develop their capacities and potential. 

“Ibid., pp. 242, 41. 

“Ibid., pp. 252, 38. 
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of community formed by masculine eros, the latter is far more per- 
nicious and repressive to women than the former, she maintains. In 
market societies, even though the relation between buyer and seller is 
exploitive, at least “each left the market (even after the purchase or 
sale of labor power) with something they did not possess before the 
transaction (money or commodity).” In contrast, the ancient Greek 
“opposition of victory to death or dishonor does not present a situa- 
tion in which one can argue that both sides gain, even if they do not 
gain equally.” 

Nevertheless, her analysis of the community of masculine eros 
deepens our understanding of the domination found in market rela- 
tions, and this is crucial to any comprehension of the structural sex- 
ism of its key concepts such as contract and obligation. Hartsock’s 
analysis of eros is particularly useful in showing how we can view 
market society and ideology as specifically masculinist constructs, as 
products of gender even more than class. Indeed, I think much of her 
analysis of eros can be applied to the market far more directly than 
she indicates. Even though the community of masculine eros appar- 
ent in ancient Greece may have overtly expressed the hostility of 
domination, I would offer the thesis that the community of exchange, 
or market society, represses the overt hostility and sublimates it into 
forms of action that express the same hostility, but in subtler—and 
perhaps more insidious—form. 

The first point to note is that repression and sublimation do not 
equal resolution.” That is, the market may present less ostensible vio- 
lence against women, but the fact that the same fears are repressed 
and sublimated through the market, and not resolved by mutual rec- 
ognition and equal respect, merely means that they will be expressed 
differently. Hartsock is correct that women of the eighteenth century 
were better off than women of ancient Greece. The principle of equal- 
ity that the social contract theorists espoused logically required them 
to grant limited equality to women in the state of nature or even in 


“Tbid., p. 202. 

“In the final chapter of Fortune Is a Woman—an excellent example of the interpretive 
power to be found in the application of feminist psychoanalytic theory to individual 
political philosophers in the history of thought—Hanna Pitkin (1984) argues that al- 
though repression produces bad results, sublimation results in good things such as 
“artistic, scientific or cultural endeavor.” She says, “Without sublimation, without the 
rechanneling of libidinal energy into acculturation, we could not become human per- 
sons at all” (p. 317). It is correct to note, however, that sublimation can produce both 
good and bad effects and take positive and negative forms. After all, many “accepted” 
channels into which libidinal energy can be sublimated express the cultural repression 
of the fear of women: misogyny is “accepted.” Sublimation into a channel that cultur- 
ally expresses a collective neurosis will not provide a release from that neurosis. Ac 
cordingly, resolution must be distinguished from sublimation. 
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the family. But they all, including Locke (theoretically for reasons of 
efficiency in having the family speak with one voice, but also because 
of the Old Testament), assert the primacy of men as fathers, hus- 
bands, and citizens, which justifies robbing women of control over 
themselves, a political voice, and any form of power (masculinistly 
defined). As Rousseau most obviously demonstrated, men’s fear of 
the power of the mother/woman and the attempt to restrain her in 
self-defense results in her total exclusion from public life, her disem- 
powerment, 

There are many subtle ways in which the market is based on a deep 
hostility toward women comparable to that expressed in community 
based on eros. Indeed, the first and most basic form of sublimated 
violence found in the market can be seen to be the isolation of market 
man’s abstract individualism. Gilligan postulated that for men, vio- 
lence is found in connection. In her studies men associated danger 
with images of connection and responded to pictures and narratives 
portraying intimacy and relationship by offering stories with violent 
resolutions that severed relationship and connection. Isolation is con- 
sidered safe, so how can it be a sublimation for violence? In the first 
place, we should remember that the women in her study perceived 
violence in isolation; they constructed stories of brutality and death 
(usually happening fo the woman in the story rather than being 
caused by her) resulting from isolation, whether it was isolation at the 
top of a hierarchy, on the edge of a circle, or in a dark alley. Safety 
and truth were seen in connection. Thus, from a rather simplistic per- 
spective that considers only women’s point of view, we could say that 
isolation stimulates violence. 

But the analysis goes much deeper than this. To say that isolation 
breeds violence just because women think so would be to replicate 
the masculinist methodology critiqued here. For if men see safety in 
isolation, and structure their social contacts to preserve that isolation, 
then why are men, as the literature on the subject documents,” so 
much more violent than women? One possible response is that life 
cannot be constructed on the market model. Because of the centrality 
of human relationships to human life, men who view danger in rela- 
tionship must nevertheless engage in relationships; hence, they are 
repeatedly forced to react violently. That is, we could take men’s 
greater violence as evidence that abstract individualism is indeed a 
myth, that it is a sublimation of men’s fear of connection, an attempt 
to repress that fear by denying it. The fear of connection—of re-merg- 
ing with the mother—can be conquered only through domination of 


“See Stoller (1973) and references in Hartsock (1984), chap. 7. 
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the other and by the false and exaggerated assertion of independence. 
This is the necessary implication of abstract individualism: an ideol- 
ogy that asserts one’s isolation and total independence serves as a 
barrier to the return to the mother. The isolation of abstract individu- 
alism can be seen in this way as an expression of hostility toward the 
mother, a further attempt to gain recognition through domination, 

Abstract individualism results in a society that is hostile and harm- 
ful to the mother/woman in other ways. By extension, it creates and 
promotes as necessary and good competition between discrete indi- 
viduals for the realization of their interests. Each individual tries to 
promote his or her interests and gain as much as she or he can while 
giving up as little as possible; that is, one tries to gain recognition 
through realization of one’s interests. Such recognition, as Hegel 
noted, requires granting the other some minimal recognition in turn 
to make one’s own recognition have value: what Jessica Benjamin 
dubs “the master’s dilemma.” Hence the self must give something— 
but just enough to make sure the other can grant worthy recognition, 
and not enough to lose the struggle for that recognition. On the mar- 
ket model, one seeks to gain dominance through commodities. The 
definition of a “good deal” (as opposed to a “fair price”) is one that 
allows us to gain more than we give. The standards for goodness in 
the market are measured by gain—and, by necessary extension, 
owing to the concept of limited resources, by the other's loss. As 
Hartsock points out, the duality of the market ensures “reciprocal ex- 
clusion of ownership.” The epistemology created by the market 
model, Hartsock argues, is one of dualism: exchange/use, quantity/ 
quality, society/nature, mind/body, and the “reciprocal exclusion of 
ownership concerning two sets of commodities” that is involved in 
wage labor. These dualisms define the very being of such commu- 
nities, ordering the definition of community and humanity. Within 
Hartsock’s standpoint framework, this ontology of opposition and 
hostility create and work with a specific epistemology that reflects 
dualism as well: the “world conceived of (and in fact) inhabited by a 
number of fundamentally hostile others whom one comes to know by 
means of opposition (even death struggle) and yet with whom one 
must construct a social relation in order to survive” describes market 
society as well as ancient Greece.” Indeed, in the best of deals, one 
“makes a killing” or “wipes out” the competition; one gains all at the 
expense of the other's loss. 

The social contract provides a system of rules, laws, and limitations 


“Benjamin (1980). 
*Hartsock (1984), pp- 98, 242. 
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on this interaction: it acts as an externalized superego. The social con- 
tract enables the (male) citizen to engage in the struggle for domina- 
tion and recognition relatively safely. It preserves men from the re- 
turn to seductive nature, which lures them to gain more and more by 
going to greater and more violent lengths to gain what they want 
(thus reverting to the state of war), an echo of the notion that the 
boy’s positional identification with abstract roles and rules helps pre- 
serve him against the return to the tempting state of symbiosis. Fur- 
thermore, through the institutionalized division of private and public 
in the sexual division of labor, even men who fare less well or even 
fail in the market have in the private sphere a permanent other, a 
minimally recognized recognizer. Thus the market is also able to play 
off the dualisms it serves to perpetuate and which in turn perpetuate 
the market. The view of the home as a “haven in a heartless world”” 
is just that for market man. It provides a replenishment of ensured 
recognition by an already securely dominated other, which enables 
man to reaffirm his identity in order to go forth the next day to com- 
pete with perhaps worthier but also more formidable opponents.” 

Indeed, this situation would seem to solve the “master’s dilemma.” 
By controlling the degree and forms of recognition of the other, by 
creating a separate sphere of real activity within which the other can 
work to provide real necessities and conveniences while at the same 
time maintaining a mythology that devalues this realm and eschews 
necessity as inhuman, the (masculine) self can sustain a controlled 
recognition of the (feminine) other: that is, just enough to make the 
other’s uncontrolled and complete recognition of men worthwhile but 
not so much as to make the female other equal to the self, not enough 
to let the slave stop being a slave. 

The attempt to gain dominance through commodities is an impor- 
tant link to the violence against women expressed in the market. Al- 


*Lasch (1977). 

“This “replenishing” can be seen to mirror the “emotional refueling” that occurs in 
the practicing stage of preoedipal development. As we saw earlier (see especially Flax 
[1978]), the child explores her or his motor skills and independence but must return to 
the mother for the reassurance that she is still there and still part of the child. If we 
apply this observation to market society, however, this minimal recognition would 
seem to go only so far in granting men a secure base. For instance, many men commit- 
ted suicide immediately after the stock market crash of 1929; “wiped out” in the mar- 
ket, they seemed to view this loss as worse than physical death, Their wives were 
equally affected in the economic sense yet did not commit suicide. Were these men 
overcome by their frailty and sense of loss against the monster of the market? Did 
being poor make them feel like a nobody, an unrecognized other? Was total loss con- 
sidered total defeat, total domination? Did women not commit suicide because of their 
different moral orientation toward responsibility—that is, “having to live for the sake 
of the children,” and so on—or because, as other already, they did not feel the effects 
of this ultimate loss? Or are both answers true? 
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though women are not sacrificed for battle or crops in market soci- 
eties, they are commodified. As Gayle Rubin notes, women have 
been and still are viewed by much of the world as commodities, as 
objects to be bartered, traded, and offered as gifts of political recon- 
ciliation or alliance.” This held true in modified form in seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century Europe and colonial America with the endur- 
ance of the dowry and the fact that women could not marry without 
paternal consent.” For example, in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, when social contract theory was developing and exerting 
its influence on political thinking, the concept of women as property 
was evident in the legal provision that “no man shall be deprived of 
his wife and children, no man’s goods or estate shall be taken away 
from him . . . unless it be by . . . some express law of the country.”™ 
Married women who were raped or were otherwise victims of assault 
could not bring suit for damages under tort law; only husbands could 
do so, and if the husband was missing, the woman was usually out of 
luck except for the possibility of a special bill granting her the right to 
bring suit in a particular instance."” Furthermore, only the claims of 
white husbands were recognized.” 

In turn, husbands were sued for their wives’ tortious acts, but their 
liability extended only to financial compensation. Corporal punish- 
ment was meted out to women, thus extending a nonreciprocal and 
inconsistent position on the recognition of women as responsible 
agents under the law; that is, although denied equal rights, they 
were required to shoulder equal responsibility."" The point here, 
however, is not just that women were denied rights but that they 
were controlled as objects, disempowered and made subject to men, 


*Rubin (1975). 

“Smith (1961), p. 209. Although it can also be argued that dowries granted women a 
degree of independence and status, the characterization of marriage as a market, su 
wittily depicted in the novels of Jane Austen, holds true to the theme of women as 
barter. Of course, women of wealth have always had more status and power than 
women of the lower classes. 

The Charters and General Laws of the Colony and Province of Massachusetts Bay (Boston, 
1814), chap. 4, sec. 1, p. 44. I do not mean to imply that the social contract theories 
created these laws; the laws preexisted the theories. Rather, I wish to highlight that this 
political milieu cannot be isolated from the theories that developed in them. 

™ Morris (1959) p. 186. 

"Smith (1961), p. 236. 

Morris (1959), p. 185. 

‘Indeed, in the case of rape the burden of responsibility lay squarely on the woman 
not to be raped. This is certainly not an uncommen notion, but it is highlighted by a 
remarkable case in seventeenth-century western Massachusetts. When one John Ben- 
net was sued by John Stiles for defaming the latter's wife, “saying that she was a light 
woman and that he could have a leape on her when he pleased,” the court gave the 
defendant nine days to prove his allegation! He could (or did) not and was forced to 
pay John Stiles forty shillings. Smith (1961), p- 236. 
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were made victims of violence without recourse, and were dominated 
as the commodified other. 

In more obvious fashion, prostitution, and in more contemporary 
times pornography, are key aspects of the market involving the com- 
modification of women. The essential nature of prostitution is that a 
man sells a woman to other men; he controls her, controls access to 
her, and controls the money her body brings. Whereas in prostitution 
it can be argued that some women have some control—not all pros- 
titutes necessarily have pimps, and some procurers are women™— 
pornography is a different matter. Pornography is a predominantly, if 
not totally, male-controlled industry and is based largely on the vic- 
timization of women and children, as Susan Griffin so compellingly 
argues.” In pornography, not only are women’s bodies commodified, 
but their identity and subjectivity are also considered commodities. 
Their degradation—women being forced to eat excrement, women 
enjoying being beaten and raped—is the package to be sold. Indeed, 
so-called snuff films, in which the actress is apparently killed on 
screen, are the ultimate expression of the violence of such com- 
modification of women. Here woman's life is the commodity that a 
man takes by trickery in the course of market transactions. Here is the 
ultimate in market man’s “making a killing.” 

These remarks are obviously meant to be suggestive rather than to 
provide an exhaustive defense; but they support the notion that the 
market is another form of the violent struggle for selfhood and iden- 
tity. When we combine the supposedly gender-neutral struggle for 
identity with an understanding of object relations theory, we can see 
that this conception of recognition through struggle and dominance is 
a specifically masculinist vision. And when we see the ways it com- 
ports with women’s inferior status in the market as well as the active 
harm they receive at its hands, then the connection can be more 
clearly drawn between the exchange of the market and the violence of 
eros. 


The significance of this connection goes beyond the substantive ar- 
guments of any of the theorists discussed in this chapter and leads to 
an understanding of how the epistemologies of obligation theories 


I would not want to overstate the power of women in prostitution, however. The 
vast majority of procurers are male, and indeed prostitution is often virtually insepar- 
able from procurement. Furthermore, the fact that female procurers are generally for- 
mer prostitutes is significant in attesting to the patriarchal character of prostitution. See 
Barry (1979). 

™Griffin (1981). I say “predominantly” rather than “entirely,” even though I refer to 
Griffin's work, because of the controversy within feminism over pornography (see note 
85). I distinguish here between erotica and pornography in assuming the latter involves 
the victimization of women. 
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contain gender biases. If the theories’ epistemological frameworks are 
an important source of the problem of political obligation, and if these 
frameworks are themselves masculinist responses to the need to dom- 
inate the female, then the sexism of these theories cannot be elimi- 
nated without a profound and fundamental alteration of the theories. 
This problem also suggests that the central concept of these theo- 
ries—consent—may itself, like rationality, be epistemologically mas- 
culinist and may require a total reconstruction if it is to accommodate 
women as equals. 

The feminist theories discussed here do not merely pick apart var- 
ious elements of social contract theory and reveal them as sexist; they 
implicitly question the entire epistemological foundation of those the- 
ories. They reveal that the ideas from which social contract theory 
works—the intellectual device of the state of nature and, by exten- 
sion, the ethical values of equality and particularly freedom that stem 
from it—are products of specific social relations (for example, child 
rearing) of a particular kind (that is, mother-only and patriarchal). It 
shows, furthermore, that these ideas are not just casual by-products 
of a “natural” relationship, or of “pure” knowledge, but are rather 
specifically and purposively created products, whether that purpose 
is conscious or not. 

These feminist theories at least implicitly demand the reunion of 
epistemology and ontology and urge us to base the former on the 
latter. They are all—Harding’s criticisms notwithstanding—stand- 
point theories.” They hold that men and women have differing on- 
tologies, in part because of different psychic development. These ex- 
periences create different epistemological frameworks from which 
politics and ethics are derived. This feminist perspective allows us to 
see that “precisely because knowing and being cannot be separated, 
we must know how to be. To do so requires a transformation of 
knowledge adequate to our being and which points us beyond its 
present distorted forms.” By seeing the faults of our being—the 
gendered selves we develop out of socially constructed relations of 


Harding is not the only theorist to appear ambivalent in adopting a standpoint 
approach. Flax (1986, 1990), in contrast to her 1983 essay, also seems to reject stand- 
point epistemology in favor of postmodernism. She says: “Any feminist standpoint will 
necessarily be partial. Each person who tries to think from the standpoint of women 
may illuminate some aspects of the social totality which have been previously sup- 
pressed with the dominant view. But none of us can speak for ‘woman’ because no 
such person exists except within a specific set of (already gendered) relations—to ‘man’ 
and to many concrete and different women.” Flax (1986), p. 37- But, as Harding points 
out in both the 1983 and 1986 essays Flax really links postmodernism with standpoint 
epistemology. Harding (1986), pp. 151-55. Furthermore, in her 1991 book Harding al- 
lies herself more explicitly with standpoint epistemology once again. 

‘Flax (1983), p. 271. In keeping with the standpoint’s Hegelian and Marxian legacy, 
Flax suggests that dialectics is a way to begin the development of a "more adequate” 


210 Rethinking Obligation 


reproduction—we can more easily see what the faults of the domi- 
nant epistemology are and why those faults exist. 

As I have argued, a central fault of modernist epistemologies is the 
contention that knowing, if not knowledge, is the same for everyone, 
though humans may feel and desire quite differently from one an- 
other. This assertion creates an image of a uniform public world that 
is knowable to all in the same way, and a private world that is not 
only unpredictable but inaccessible to all but the self. Since women 
solely occupy the private realm, they become the literal embodiment 
of such unpredictability and the locus of irrationality. This further jus- 
tifies their exclusion from the public realm as it is defined to exclude 
the characteristics that it is designed to produce in women. Consent, 
as a central aspect of this epistemological framework, is thus similarly 
based on the exclusion of women. As Jean Bethke Elshtain points out, 
what makes contract possible, and makes it further an essentially 
public act, is that “the same knowledge is shared by all and that the public 
sphere is the only sphere in which this holds.” Contract, as the quin- 
tessential public act, is thus also the quintessential expression of this 
exclusion. “The ‘voice’ of woman . . . of privatized, irrational desire” 
and “cloying sentiment,” is absolutely incapable of speaking the lan- 
guage of contract, and hence of making contracts.'” 

This is certainly true for Locke, for whom language is a “system of 
external signs” and symbols rather than a complex social activity that 
links inner and outer.”’” If women have a different voice, their lack of 
facility with the language of contract inhibits their ability to partake in 
the practice. In An Essay concerning Human Understanding Locke holds 
that, because of the weakness of our senses, on which we are de- 
pendent for knowledge, we cannot know the “real essence” of things 
and of man. We can know only the “nominal essence”; that is, we can 


epistemology. She holds that if we treat knowing as an activity, as Hegel does (al- 
though, she points out, Hegel does this “abstractly”), we will be able to see that “this 
activity constitutes being in and through social relations which themselves have a his- 
tory, just as individuals do.” This recognition would bring about a “self-reflective soci- 
ety in which social relations (and relations with nature) are not organized on a principle 
of domination” (p. 271). 

“Elshtain (1981), p. 118. Certainly there are private components to consent, as in 
promising; but the contract is explicitly public. Some might point to marriage as a pri- 
vate contract, but this would deny the degree to which the state regulates the institu- 
tion, from licenses to the legal status of women in marriage to divorce law. In some 
ways this is not a bad thing; for, given women’s political and social inferiority, mar- 
riage is in fact a public and very political relationship. My point here is that rather than 
simply remove the protections the state provides along with its intrusions, we must 
change the institution of marriage itself fundamentally if it is to become a truly “pri- 
vate” relationship. 

"EIshtain (1981), p. 116. 
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know only a thing’s nature as it is determined by the way in which 
we classify it. This classification is manifested in language, which is to 
a degree arbitrary; that is, words have no necessary relation to the 
things they represent. Language is a system of contingent or acciden- 
tal regularities for Locke; it is not the product of rules or conventions. 
Although it enables us to communicate, this regularity cannot over- 
come the basic atomism of humans. A word or a name does not give 
us information to form ideas; one must develop thoughts or ideas 
directly from the phenomenon. This, of course, means that communi- 
cation between humans is severely limited in its effectiveness. We 
will never be able to communicate our perceptions satisfactorily. 

Yet simultaneous with this extremely individualistic view of knowl- 
edge and language, Locke wishes to situate individuals within a social 
context, namely, civil society. How can individuals with such severely 
limited abilities to communicate ever come to agreement on a social 
contract?" The conflict between atomism and sociability gives rise to 
the conceptualization of man as “naturally” free, to the problem of 
inalienable rights, and especially to the problem of tacit consent. 

It also at least contributes to the central but problematic role God 
plays in Locke’s theory. Locke admittedly limits the effect of empiri- 
cism on his epistemology by inconsistently bringing in rationalist as- 
sumptions; he talks about the relations of ideas. He also allows for 
certainty of knowledge by intuition (which produces knowledge of 
ourselves) and by demonstration (which reveals God to us). “Sensi- 
tive” knowledge, he asserts, is the only imperfect knowledge. This 
could explain the central role of God and his law of nature to the 
success of the social contract, for if men can be certain only of them- 
selves and of God, one of these must provide the key to forming the 
social contract. And since men’s knowledge of themselves is part of 
what creates the problem of the state of war, God is the only answer 
to that problem. But this resolution suggests that the tensions be- 
tween individual freedom and governmental authority demonstrate, 
at least in part, a tension between Locke’s epistemological atomism 
and his political values, 

A feminist perspective on epistemological frameworks can also 
deepen our readings of social contract theories in other ways. In the 
earlier discussion of Flax, for instance, I identified ways in which 
Hobbes and Rousseau demonstrate the return of the repressed. But 
what about Locke? From the perspective of gender psychology, and 
particularly feminist psychoanalytic theory, we can identify the gene- 
sis and forms of gender bias in his theory. For instance, in a Macpher- 


‘'Pateman (1979) also makes this point. 
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sonian reading of Locke, the state of nature is marked by largely 
isolated individuals whose community consists in self-created rela- 
tionships of exchange. Nonvoluntary relationships are viewed as co- 
ercive in the context of male citizens in the market because they vio- 
late the priority of liberty which defines humanity. Although Locke’s 
state of nature, governed by reason, is different from Rousseau’s and 
Hobbes’s, his emphasis on property and the need for the father/state 
to protect possessions is analogous to the infant's focus on desired 
objects. 

From the interpretation that Dunn gives, by contrast, individuals 
may not be quite so isolated, but this is because of the centrality of a 
patriarchal God. In Dunn’s reading of Locke, community does not 
consist in relations of exchange as much as in relations imposed on 
men by the laws of God the father.” This would allow for some non- 
voluntary relationships, as long as they are consistent with the laws 
of nature, because such laws are in men’s true interests. These laws 
define choice and freedom rather than inhibiting them. In psycho- 
analytic terms, one could say that the picture Dunn presents fits the 
oedipal stage of the turn to the father and his rules which serve as 
externalized superego. The state of nature is a state in which rational 
individuals adhere to the laws God gives them. The social contract is 
a further solidification of those laws and men’s ability to obey them. 
Although all men are rational, the dark forces of nature are still pow- 
erful enough to make conflict inevitable. In such cases the lack of an 
independent judge makes resolution impossible. As do Hobbes and 
Rousseau, though in a qualitatively different way, Locke views face- 
to-face confrontation and communication pessimistically at best. It is 
safer and more effective, according to all three theorists, to deperson- 
alize such engagements. 

The role of God in Locke’s theory is important beyond Dunn’s 
interpretation. We cannot consent to slavery because we are God's 
property, and only he has the right to bind us in such a manner. 
Locke’s inconsistency on consensual slavery probably best highlights 
the issues raised by gender psychology. Locke wants man to be abso- 
lutely independent and self-creative; hence the centrality of consent. 
Yet he recognizes that man cannot be the absolute arbiter because 
there are things that violate humanity, our ability to be rationally au- 
tonomous. But what can the criterion be for humanity in Locke’s 
framework if it is not self-creation and the ability to choose? If God 
provides the answer, what is to ensure accurate interpretation of his 
will without recourse to individual self-determination? 


Dunn (1980). 
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Gender psychology allows us to interpret Locke as saying that there 
are certain things that violate adulthood—defined as independent, 
rational autonomy— particularly the desire to return to the symbiosis 
of early infancy. The aversion to consensual slavery within a theoreti- 
cal context that gives primacy to individual choice strongly suggests, 
in the context of the psychoanalytic framework, an attempt to build in 
a structural, rule-governed safeguard against the strong desire to re- 
turn to the state of symbiosis with the mother. Locke’s solution—a 
turn to the all-powerful father, the patriarchal God—is a genuine ex- 
pression of the oedipal drama. Rationality, scientific thought, and in- 
dividual self-creation are necessary for independence. But when a se- 
rious contradiction is revealed, and the danger of the return to the 
mother (that is, dependence) presents itself to the unconscious, a turn 
to the father and the externalized rules he provides will yield our safe 
passage away from nature. This exclusive definition of obligation de- 
nies the obligations contained in women’s privatized experience. 

The centrality of property to Locke’s theory is another significant 
factor for gender psychology. The institution of inheritance is impor- 
tant for Locke because of the centrality of property. But one could 
also argue that property is important because of the institution of in- 
heritance. As I suggested in Chapter 1, property becomes a tool for 
creating an institutionalized rationale for developing ways for a man 
to be sure a child is his. It is not insignificant for Locke’s theory that 
for the most part women cannot hold property; nor is it insignificant 
that women were themselves considered property, if not explicitly by 
Locke then implicitly, by virtue of his unwillingness to challenge the 
status quo of women’s political position. Property, as the central po- 
litical value, excludes women, much as contract does; yet it requires 
women to play a central though devalued and even subordinate role, 
and it defines that role very particularly. 

Perhaps even more significant is Locke's insistence on reason and 
objective rationality in presocial man. His arguments that both reason 
and rights are natural and that we can be bound only by our own 
voluntary acts can be compared to the oedipal boy’s efforts to assert 
his independence by constructing the world as he wants it to be and 
not as it is, thus giving him the illusion of control over his surround- 
ings. The concept of obligation as only self-assumed ensures (and as- 
sumes) that the individual will be able to exert control over all connec- 
tions with discrete others. It denies the son's relationship to the 
mother, which is not voluntary, and any possible connection with 
any possible other that is not under the son’s control. The notion of 
natural rights and the need for government to carry them out ensures 
the institutionalization of the externalized superego; that is, the self's 
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separation and independence are guaranteed by external structure. 
Under natural rights, one reasons not from one’s innate sense of con- 
nection to others but from “laws” that “naturally” exist independent 
of all men. 

Natural rights within the context of scarce resources embodies 
notions of competition, separation, and alienation, as Macpherson 
notes. The market society is one of unrelated, competing beings. 
Rights are the means by which these abstract individuals intersect by 
making claims against one another; rights thus serve to articulate and 
solidify our separateness. As Charles Taylor argues, atomism is, and 
must logically be, the ontology underlying primacy-of-rights theo- 
ries."* Furthermore, by creating a world defined and controlled by 
natural laws and rationality, Locke creates a situation in which the 
individual is subject and all else is object. Abstract individualism is 
the ultimate expression of the subject-object or self-other dichotomy 
characteristic of the repressed oedipal dilemma." 

Thus gender psychology demonstrates different ways in which the 
“problem of women” goes much deeper than contingently sexist 
values. It is a structural, ontological, and epistemological problem 
that permeates our very conception of political theory. The femin- 
ist reconceptualization of epistemology, its methodologies, and the 
models it builds for new feminist critical analyses and theories can 
help point the way to an analysis of exactly how political obligation is 
structured and why it is so. 

For instance, Flax’s and Bordo’s theories suggest that one way to 
understand women’s problematic relation to political obligation is to 
examine the culturally symbolic psychic roots of political obligation as 
consent. Their arguments can be taken to suggest that perhaps the 
concept of consent, and the need to base obligations on consent, may 
be rooted at least in part in men’s need to escape and dominate the 
female. Their theories also implicitly suggest that these psychic issues 
can be considered epistemological issues, systematically structured 
and fundamental to dominant conceptions of obligation. Harding re- 
inforces this last claim particularly, indicating the broader-ranging im- 


"Taylor (19792). 

"4 According to some theorists (Eisenstein [1981], Elshtain [1981]), Locke also denies 
that women are capable of rational thought; thus, the emphasis on rationality and its 
priority in the social contract is another way of distancing the self from the mother. 
Others, however (Smith [1984]), deny this, saying that Locke allows for women’s ra- 
tionality. I agree that Locke does not explicitly state that women cannot think ra- 
tionally; but his refusal to challenge existing norms concerning property ownership, 
equality in marriage, and “women’s lot” create a heavier burden on such challengers 
than the simple assertion that he never actually said it. It is part of the character of 
political theory that it often says what it never explicitly states. 
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plications of masculinist conceptions of ontology, epistemology, and 
methodology for theory in general. Her work suggests that the 
method in which we approach theory may itself contribute to the sub- 
stantive conclusions that are reached. The theoretical divorce of 
process from substance is a particular value claim that is built into the 
structure of our inquiries and the activity of theorizing. 

Similarly, Hartsock’s analysis of power—both in its portrayal of 
how social relations and institutions are structured by the masculine 
psyche and in its analysis of the epistemological ramifications of such 
structure—suggests that the meaning of obligation may take on a 
very different significance once we comprehend the masculinist na- 
ture of the structure within which it is conceptualized. If we can un- 
derstand the violence and misogyny underlying the market model of 
political theory, then we can better grasp the basis of market con- 
cepts, such as self-assumed obligation, as expressions of that vio- 
lence. 

Thus, a realization of the epistemological dimensions and ramifica- 
tions of gender psychology is extremely valuable for a feminist anal- 
ysis of the gender-biased structure of modern obligation theory, if not 
modern liberal theory in general. Instead of merely providing fuel for 
a basic disagreement (I reject your theory because it is premised on 
individualism) and hence a moral argument that breaks down, gender 
psychology can be used to cut through the dead end of liberal dis- 
course and provide new insights as to why a theory takes a certain 
shape. An understanding of this “why” can provide stronger founda- 
tions for making judgments about theories. This would bring about 
the unity—or, more precisely, it would enable us to recognize the 
unity—of being and knowing with ethics and politics. Furthermore, 
these feminist theories point the way toward a feminist reconstruction 
of epistemology and obligation based on women’s experience; for the 
public ideology of consent not only denies women the opportunities 
to participate in the political and hence to assume political obliga- 
tions—its contingent sexism—but it also makes invisible the kinds of 
obligations that women in fact have historically had in the private 
sphere. More precisely, while tacitly asserting through the public-pri- 
vate split that such obligations—caring for husbands and children, 
reproduction and nurturance—exist, liberal obligation theory ob- 
scures the fact that these obligations have an entirely separate genesis 
and character. Through the mythologizing dimensions of the social 
contract story, the theories deny the fact that the obligations histori- 
cally imposed on women are not contractual within the terms set by 
consent theory. And by segregating women and their activities in the 
private sphere, and then devaluing that sphere, the theories ignore 
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the fact that the concepts and language of consent are not capable of 
accounting for the activities and relationships that such obligations 
have historically entailed. It is through this double obfuscation that 
liberal obligation theory has been able to exert its intellectual and 
epistemological hegemony. And because women’s disempowerment 
and silencing are so central to this obfuscation, it is in a feminist un- 
derstanding of the masculinist structure of dominant epistemologies 
that the most powerful challenge to liberal obligation theory lies. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Feminist Epistemology 
and Political Obligation 


THE PREVIOUS chapters may seem to have taken us away from my 
main line of argument; for how can these feminist epistemological 
theories enhance our understanding of obligation? I maintain that ap- 
plication of these theories will not only help us understand the funda- 
mental masculinism of consent theory but will also point to a feminist 
reconstruction of obligation. It is to that task that I turn in the present 
chapter. I explore ways in which gender psychology provides a pow- 
erful heuristic device for understanding liberal obligation theory as a 
language of power and exclusion, and how women’s experiences pro- 
vide ideas about how obligation needs to be fundamentally reconcep- 
tualized and restructured. 

It is important, however, not to overstate the case: the concept of 
consent and contract is appropriate, even vital, to at least some (per- 
haps many) aspects of human existence. But when it is used to char- 
acterize all of social reality, including most significantly reproductive 
and other affective relationships—or, conversely, when it denigrates 
as nonhuman any relationship that cannot be viewed as a contract— 
and when it systematically depends on women’s status of inferiority 
as it simultaneously espouses the principle of equality, then it reveals 
the pathology of the construct on which it is based: specifically, how 
the male fear of connection with a woman serves as a basis for estab- 
lishing how and why obligation is always, and can only be, self- 
assumed. 
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Freedom, Recognition, and Masculinity 


The central issue in the relationship between this fear, the mas- 
culine model of development, and self-assumed obligation is that of 
freedom, which is also a central issue of liberalism. Hobbes, Locke, 
and Rousseau all base their theories of obligation on the initial prem- 
ise of natural freedom. This freedom—as well as, for Locke and 
Hobbes at least, the civil freedom that follows from it—uniformly co- 
heres with what Isaiah Berlin has called “negative liberty,” which 
holds that freedom consists in an absence of external constraints.' The 
individual is free to the extent that she is not restrained by external 
forces, primarily viewed as law, physical force, and other overt coer- 
cion. As anyone familiar with the debate between positive and nega- 
tive liberty can attest, a central difficulty with the concept of negative 
liberty consists in determining what exactly constitutes a restraint. 
Yet Berlin's general concept that restraints come from outside the self 
is a basic tenet of negative liberty; specifically, other humans’ direct or 
indirect participation “in frustrating my wishes” is the relevant crite- 
rion in determining restraint. “By being free in this sense I mean not 
being interfered with by others. The wider the area of non-inter- 
ference, the wider my freedom.” 

This conception of freedom can be seen in several ways to arise 
from masculine experience under mother-only child rearing; indeed, 
Berlin’s choice of words significantly echoes the boy’s infantile di- 
lemma. According to object relations, the primary goal of the emerg- 
ing oedipal boy is to achieve freedom from the constraint of his 
mother: to excise his femaleness, detach thoroughly from the mother 
and be free of the female,‘ and thereby “escape from the body.”’ The 
mother is viewed in the boy’s unconscious as a controlling force that 
seeks to keep the son imprisoned, that is, merged with her. Her pres- 
ence thus presents a barrier to his self-realization of masculinity (or 
nonfemininity), a limitation and restriction on his ability to become 
male, to become himself. And this restraint, furthermore, is seen by 
the boy as coming from completely outside the self, in spite of the fact 


‘Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Berlin (1971), pp. 118- 72. Rousseau is 
certainly considered a positive libertarian when it comes to his concept of moral free- 
dom in civil society, but here | am specifically focusing on natural freedom, which for 
Rousseau is much like Hobbes’s concept. And just as natural freedom provides the 
rationale for constructing a state on consent, it is natural freedom that causes Rousseau 
to attempt to reconcile the general will with voluntarism, as | argued in Chapter 1. 

*See Presston (1984). 

Berlin (1971), p. 123- 

‘Chodorow (1978). 

‘Flax (1983), p. 258. Gilligan (1982) also asserts that males attempt to escape or keep 
free of connection and an entangling, strangling web of relationships. 
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that his psychically female identity—that is, his primary self—is what 
he is trying to escape. 

According to object relations theory, the girl, perceiving sameness 
between herself and her mother, incorporates that sameness into her 
self-definition and view of the world. She sees her relationship with 
the world as continuous: self is other. For the boy, perceptions of 
difference cause him to view self and other as totally separate, and 
these perceptions feed on themselves as the boy actively engages in 
the conceptualization of the mother as completely outside the self. By 
projecting his psychic femaleness onto the mother and viewing the 
mother as completely separate—as well as by viewing her as “bad” — 
the boy can dissociate himself from his primary femininity. Further- 
more, in the dissociation of the masculine mind/self from the female 
body/other, restraint for the boy is embodied in the very presence 
(the body) of the mother as the reminder of his primary femaleness 
and how that is at odds with his masculine gender identity. This re- 
straint evident in the mother’s presence is viewed as coming from 
totally outside the self; its genesis is totally other. In reaction the boy 
cuts loose from the (m)other; he detaches, tries to escape her influ- 
ence and control. In short, he seeks absolute freedom from her and 
from all “others.” 

But freedom, defined by this masculine psyche, further entails 
domination and contest. Because the mother is viewed as a control- 
ling force, inhibiting self-realization by virtue of her very presence, 
the search for freedom becomes a struggle in the boy’s mind for con- 
trol. Gender psychology challenges the liberal-positivist self-other du- 
ality by showing that others—and one other in particular—are intrin- 
sically part of the self. Yet it also reveals that the boy cannot accept 
this fact without a fundamental challenge to his identity. The mother 
appears an omnipresent force, precisely because she represents the 
boy’s primary identity. Furthermore, in spite of his efforts, the deep 
nature of the boy's psychic femaleness makes it impossible to truly 
excise. The boy thus perceives his mother, as the embodiment of this 
aspect of himself, as the obstacle to be overcome. If he can dominate 
his mother, who represents his primary identity, then he can master 
that identity and rid himself of it. Thus, the boy devalues the mother 
and his relation to her, belittling all relationship in the process. He 
seeks to dehumanize her (and by extension all women as embodi- 
ments of the female). He denies her existence by denying her human- 
ity, her presence, her subjectivity and selfhood, and particularly her 
sexuality. Thus this freedom is viewed as the product of a struggle: 
the boy achieves freedom only by virtue of the woman’s subordina- 
tion. 
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In reality, however, this freedom is a false abstraction; for contra- 
dictorily, in the effort to escape the restraints created by the mother, 
the boy must erect all sorts of other artificial barriers, in the form of 
rigid rules of masculine behavior, limiting social labels, categories, 
and sex roles, which are equally restricting if not more so. In order to 
prevent loss of self to the mother, the boy erects these barriers to 
keep her “out” and him “in” his self-identity and gender identity. 
These barriers range from socially approved institutions and practices 
of female-exclusive masculinity (from all-boy sports to all-male profes- 
sions) to more pernicious aspects such as widespread belief systems 
about women’s natural inferiority. “The normal male contempt for 
women” has been documented by analysts in boys by age five. These 
belief systems are, of course, partly produced by empirical observa- 
tion and teaching. The boy can see that women are socially devalued 
even by observing relations between his mother and father; he experi- 
ences privileges over his sisters or his friends’ sisters; he observes the 
restraints placed on women by virtue of their sex. But other beliefs 
develop by extension of these observations because they fill a deep 
need in the boy to believe that women are inferior, for if they are, 
then his mother’s power is perhaps not so threatening after all.’ 

These beliefs serve as an externalized superego. The boy’s turn to 
the father is a turn to an abstract role, as male gender identity comes 
to consist in principles, ideas, and norms rather than a direct affective 
relationship. Since the goal in being male is to be not-female, the boy 
seeks out principles and rules to help prevent the return to the 
mother and primary femininity and to guide his behavior and iden- 
tity. That is, the boy’s positional identification ensures an identity and 
a superego that vitally depend on abstract principles that are articu- 
lated by others and rules that are defined by an absent father role. 
The boy’s superego thus comes not from within but from without. 
And these belief systems, rules, and practices serve as barriers—re- 
straints—to prevent the boy's return to the mother, to the supposed 
end of self-identity, self-realization, and self-creation. Like Locke's 
“natural law” which prevents men from consenting to slavery, these 
belief systems and rules serve as restraints on self-creative action to 
the supposed end of preserving freedom. 

Thus, although this concept of freedom may ostensibly be defined 
as an absence of restraint, perhaps it is better defined as an absence of 
the female. Indeed, the notion that negative freedom is the hallmark 


* Chodorow (1978), p. 182, quoting Ruth Mack Brunswick. 

"Keller (1983). An example she offers from personal experience is a favorite of mine: 
“Science,” my five-year-old son declared [after his first few days at kindergarten], con- 
fidently bypassing the fact that his mother was a scientist, ‘is for men!” (p. 189). 
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of humanity provides another means of asserting women’s nonhu- 
man status. If women were human, they would have a right to free- 
dom. To enact this freedom they would have to seek dominance, and 
such a search would destroy men, not to mention the fact that it 
would subvert the very purpose of defining freedom this way in the 
first place. As long as women are not considered human, then free- 
dom is not relevant to their existence. They are dominatable, like all 
things in nature, and thus dominated. Yet this domination is what 
creates the conditions for and defines women’s inhumanity in the 
first place. Although it may be true in one sense that freedom defined 
negatively is not appropriate to women’s historical self-conception 
and experience, the simultaneous denial of other conceptions of free- 
dom and of the priority of other values (such as relationship) ensures 
that women’s subordination will provide a self-referential justifica- 
tion. 

But of course the concept goes even deeper than this; for if female 
is other, then freedom entails the absence of the other, which, as de 
Beauvoir and Hegel both brought into our collective intellectual con- 
sciousness, constitutes the problem of recognition. Indeed, many 
readers may already have perceived the parallels between the boy's 
struggle for freedom and identity and the struggle between Hegel's 
master and slave for recognition. Recognition is a key issue to this 
negative conception of freedom in the masculine psyche, and it is a 
key to the conception of freedom found in the market and liberal vol- 
untarist theories of obligation. Viewing the object relations “story” 
through the issue of recognition can yield a powerful means of under- 
standing the epistemological gender bias of political theory. 

Recall that at about the age of three months the infant begins to 
perceive itself as a separate being from the mother. For the next few 
years the processes of differentiation and individuation proceed and 
regress as the infant explores its independence and motor skills and 
yet seeks to return to the mother and symbiosis. If differentiation is 
successful, the child is able to resolve its ambivalence by understand- 
ing itself as a self in relationship, by accepting both connection and 
separation. The sense of agency and an “internal continuity of being” 
can then develop fully; and these are “fundamental to an unproble- 
matic sense of self, and provide the basis of both autonomy and spon- 
taneity.”* So it is through differentiation that the infant develops au- 
tonomy and agency. 

Differentiation thus begins with the child’s conceptualization of the 
mother as not-me and of the self as not-you. But this negative ele- 


5Chodorow (1979a), p- 60. 
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ment is not enough to create a successful differentiation: “True differ- 
entiation, true separateness, cannot be simply a perception and expe- 
rience of self-other, of presence-absence. It must involve two selves, 
two presences, two subjects. Recognizing the other as subject is pos- 
sible only to the extent that one is not dominated by felt need and 
one’s own exclusive subjectivity.” That is, differentiation is a product 
of the mother-infant relationship. It happens in relation to the mother 
and, moreover, to a mother who is her own subject, not, in spite of 
the phrase object relations, an object that exists only in the infant sub- 
ject’s perception. Nor can the infant be used by the caretaker as a 
symbolic object for working out her or his own unresolved problems. 
As Jeffrey Blustein argues, “The achievement of autonomy is a devel- 
opmental process.”” That is, the achievement of this full, complete 
agency can arise only through relationship with a caretaker, and spe- 
cifically (in object relations parlance) a “good enough” caretaker who 
does not project her or his own experiences or feelings onto the infant 
and at the same time does not let the outside environment impinge 
on the infant indiscriminately. The development of an infant's auton- 
omy and agency cannot occur without “empathic caretakers who un- 
derstand and validate the infant's experience as that of a real self.”" 
Agency can thus develop only through a relationship with a mother 
as subject. It is for this reason that Chodorow says, “Differentiation is 
not distinctness and separateness, but a particular way of being connected to 
others.” 

Yet differentiation is usually not completely successful for either 
gender: girls experience too little separation and an overly strong 
identification with the mother, and boys experience far too much sep- 
aration in trying to distance themselves completely from the mother. 
One reason for this situation is linked to the issue of recognition. It is 
only through recognition that true separation, and hence full agency 
and autonomy, can be achieved; for the self depends on relationship, 
and relationship is impossible without recognition of the subjectivity 


‘Ibid., p. 58. 

Blustein (1982), p. 10. Of course, the originators of object relations theory—Klein, 
Mahler, Winnicott—did in fact choose the name object relations to refer to the notion 
that the mother is an object to the child. My point, however, is to highlight the faulti- 
ness of such a conception of the mother by the child, and to assert that autonomy 
requires individuals to transcend such a vision of the mother as object. 

"Chodorow (1979a), p- 59- 

"Ibid., p. 59. The need for the caretaker to be empathic might suggest that bringing 
men into the practice of child care is not itself sufficient. If men, because of their child- 
rearing experiences, have had to repress their capacity for empathy, then simply giving 
them the responsibility of child care will not likely be sufficient to draw it out again. 
Conversely, however, it could also be argued that participation in this responsibility 
will in fact require men to draw on their repressed capabilities. 


Feminist Epistemology and Political Obligation 223 


of the other. This is where the masculine model displays serious 
shortcomings, and it is to this that one central cause of the gender 
bias of political theory can be traced; recognition of the mother would 
entail the boy’s recognizing and accepting his own primary femi- 
ninity. To forestall this, the boy resorts to the defensive reaction of 
assimilating difference to differentiation, taking difference—specifi- 
cally masculinity as not-female—as ostensible validation of his sep- 
aration. This, however, is an artificial solution with mixed results: it 
“involves an arbitrary boundary creation and an assertion of hyper- 
separateness to reinforce a lack of security in a person’s sense of their 
self as a separate person.”" It also leads to images of the mother as 
nonhuman, both powerful monster and helpless animal. This defen- 
sive conceptualization of the mother does not produce true relational 
autonomy, an understanding of the self that draws strength from 
connection and relationship, but rather creates reactive autonomy, a 
separateness and independence that is fragile and unstable, and en- 
tails great psychic and emotional cost. It produces a conception of 
agency that abstracts individual will, the ability to make choices and 
act on them, out of the context of the social relationships within 
which it develops and within which it is exercised," 


Freedom, Recognition, and Liberal Theory 


In political theory these themes are displayed most obviously in 
Hegel's writings. Although Hegel is not a social contract philosopher, 
his theory is relevant to this discussion because his dualism of conflict 
and domination is in many ways the paradigm for western ontol- 
ogy.“ His theory offers a particularly stark presentation of the prob- 
lem of domination in recognition. In The Phenomenology of Spirit, par- 
ticularly in the chapter titled “Self-Consciousness,” Hegel argues that 
the self seeks affirmation by declaring a radical independence. In this, 
of course, it requires recognition by another being, and hence must 
have some sort of relationship with an other. Self-consciousness seeks 
to reconcile this contradiction by gaining recognition from an other 
without making a simultaneous recognition. Self-consciousness seeks 
to be perpetually the self, keeping the other perpetually the other. As 
Mitchell Aboulafia says: “If this subject were to speak it would de- 
clare: ‘I am above the things of nature, for they have not the power to 


“Jbid., p. 58. : 
4Bakan (1966); Chodorow (1974), pp. 55-56; Keller (1985), chaps. 5 and 6. 
'SSee, for instance, Whitbeck (1984), p. 69. 
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resist me. I deny them any independent status; as a subject, a self, I 
am the only self-conscious, independent being.’ ”™ Self-consciousness 
is prepared to die for this recognition. And even though it realizes 
that death would bring a dubious if not a Pyrrhic victory, this readi- 
ness, in Hegel's theory, is what creates masters. Those not so pre- 
pared become the slaves, the perpetual objects: “Locked into thing- 
hood for not being prepared to die for an ideal [the slave] remains 
part of the merely natural world, and as a living ‘thing’ it is ‘the de- 
pendent consciousness whose essential nature is simply to live or to 
be for another.’ ”” 

This description presents an obvious parallel to the infant boy’s de- 
velopment. In the effort to grow up and separate from the mother, 
the boy asserts a total independence, denying the subjectivity of the 
mother. Because of the difficulty of repressing his primary identifica- 
tion and excising the female, the boy finds that the need to deny the 
mother becomes intense, and the struggle for recognition becomes a 
life-and-death struggle for dominance. The mother obviously does 
not experience this intense need her son feels. In the first place, she is 
not emerging as a person. But moreover, girls, being tied to their 
mothers in acceptable and fundamental ways, do not need to separate 
from them by denying their existence, and so this need is not (usu- 
ally) part of the mother’s psyche or personality. Indeed, because the 
girl’s identity is so closely entwined with the mother’s existence, she 
cannot even fathom such a denial. Finally, such a struggle is antipa- 
thetic to the practice of mothering. As Whitbeck notes, “If a mother 
saw the emerging person who is her child in the way that Hegel de- 
scribes, human beings would not exist.”" As a result, not prepared to 
die for the ideal—one that is contrary to her very being in the first 
place—the mother (woman) becomes the slave. She is a thing, the 
perpetual object. 

Because of her perspective—which values the concrete and real 
over the abstract and ideal, and which takes relationship as primary— 
the mother/woman does not readily perceive this as oppression: she 
cannot conceive of wishing to die for recognition, which seems to her 
an inherent contradiction. Her realism and her orientation toward re- 
lationship, however, ensure her “enslavement”—her objectification, 
dehumanization, oppression. She, like Hegel's slave, is doomed to 


‘*Aboulafia (1984), p. 176. He also compares the male-female relationship to the mas- 
ter-slave relationship but focuses on relations between adult men and women. This is 
quite different from my analysis in which the relations between men and women are 
influenced by the relations between parents and children. 

"Tbid., p. 177. See also Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 115. 

Whitbeck (1984), p- 69- 
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live for another. Yet the reason she does so is not the natural outcome 
of the dialectic but the result of masculine perspectives and action. 
Because of the male’s intense need for unidirectional recognition, he 
creates institutions that solidify woman’s role as other. And because 
of the female’s assumption that there will be mutuality in recognition 
and trust, she has no reason to reject such institutions, for their op- 
pressiveness is not immediately apparent to her. 

This one-sided recognition is far from being the full recognition re- 
quired by trust, mutuality, and reciprocity, or indeed by agency and 
autonomy. “Mutual recognition entails a basic respect for the other, 
which is impossible in a master-slave, independence-dependence, re- 
lationship.” Rather, there are relationships of domination. But these 
“fail to promote mutual recognition because they prevent individuals 
from seeing others as anything but totally other; and they accomplish 
this false othering by promoting differences meant to keep individ- 
uals on one level of a hierarchy from being able to recognize individ- 
uals on different levels,” 

While this part of the master-slave dialectic is most reflective of the 
son's emerging struggle against the mother, Hegel's account of the 
struggle does not end here. The struggle moves on to the slave's tran- 
scendence of his” dependence on the master and to his achievement 
of an independent self-consciousness. The master, as a recognized 
being, merely consumes the fruits of the slave’s labor, who produces 
solely for the master. But this situation provides the slave with the 
potential for a kind of recognition not available to the master. That is, 
because the slave works on objects in the world, he gains an affir- 
mation of his own existence. “Through work . . . the bondsman be- 
comes conscious of what he truly is. . . . Consciousness, qua worker, 
comes to see in the independent being (of the object) its own inde- 
pendence.”” This recognition which is achieved through objectifica- 
tion provides the slave with the ability to emerge, to achieve a supe- 
rior position over the master, to become more human. Once the slave 
has achieved this position, he will no longer tolerate his status as 
slave; and this will transform the struggle itself into new modes of 
interaction. 

"Aboulafia (1984), p. 178. 

“Ibid., pp. 182-83. 

4] return to the use of he because this is Hegel's usage, and because I believe that the 
very structure of the master-slave dialectic, the structuring of human relations in oppo- 
sitional ways, is itself androcentric. I should also note that I realize that the Hegelian 
dimensions of the present work are sorely underexplored, but because of the enormity 
of that task it must be reserved for future work. Balbus (1982) and I undertake very 
different projects, but his Marxism and Domination provides one neo-Hegelian reading 


of object relations theory that the reader might find helpful. 
“Hegel, Phenomenology, p. 118. 
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In mother-only child rearing, however, the mother does not come 
to this realization; or at least, perhaps, she has not been able to until 
recently. That is, although this part of the dialectic would not seem 
directly applicable to the mother-son relationship as I have described 
it, it does point out the Hegelian origins of standpoint epistemology 
as well as the usefulness of gender psychology in developing a femi- 
nist standpoint. Hartsock’s version of the feminist standpoint in par- 
ticular bases itself on the material activity of women: women’s labor 
on objects in the world in the process of creating use values provides 
the grounds for a feminist consciousness in which women recognize 
their own subjectivity. On this reading, and from the perspective of 
my focus here, women’s recognition of the quality of labor involved 
in raising children might enable mothers to achieve their own self- 
consciousness. 

The feminist standpoint goes beyond Hegel's dialectic in important 
ways, however, In the first place, this parallel cannot be carried to the 
conclusion that the mother achieves a superior or more human posi- 
tion than the son, for it would be part of the mothering relationship 
to use this self-consciousness to help the son, as well as the daughter, 
become more human. Second, the feminist standpoint allows women 
to achieve a collective self-consciousness, to develop relations with 
other women, and to overcome the institutionalized bondage of pri- 
vatization.* Hegel, by contrast, does not truly provide for relations 
among (former) slaves. 

Hegel does discuss a new concept of human relationships, how- 
ever. By the end of the Phenomenology, he argues for a conception of 
reciprocity or unity that forms the basis for the truest and highest self- 
consciousness. As Isaac Balbus notes, for Hegel, “labor is only one 
mode of the struggle for recognition; it by no means exhausts the 
forms through which human beings strive to achieve integration with 
nature and among themselves.” Objectification gives way to a “higher 
form of recognition that entails a purer or more perfect unification 
between humans and the world in which they live.” By the eventual 
assimilation of the master-slave relationship into Geist, human rela- 
tionships of the highest form can be achieved. Indeed, on Balbus’s 
reading, Hegel goes beyond the standpoint because he goes beyond 
objectifying material labor to a universal telos. 

But Hegel’s concept of human relations is qualitatively different, 


This point echoes Marx's criticism of Hegel that the concept of self-consciousness 
did not allow for relations among slaves. But see Balbus (1982), esp. chap. 8, for an 
argument that Hegel in fact had a more complete and human picture of human rela- 
tions than did Marx. 

“Balbus (1982), p. 13. 
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and perhaps even less human, than the feminist standpoint concep- 
tion, because Hegel seeks to achieve specifically self-consciousness, 
and this raises questions about the possibility of individual self-con- 
sciousnesses forming real relations of mutuality. Furthermore, the 
feminist standpoint is not limited to objectification. One aspect of 
women’s material experience is that in their labor women must work 
“with” nature rather than against it, for instance in childbirth and 
nursing. In this light nature is not “devoid of any subjectivity,”* but 
rather its subjectivity is recognized. On this reading, the feminist 
standpoint could take us further toward liberation and recognition 
than mere objectifying labor. 

So the feminist standpoint both can and cannot be interpreted as 
one stage in the Hegelian struggle for recognition. Hegel's transfor- 
mation of human relations has a different genesis and foundation. 
Nevertheless, a reading of Hegel from the perspective of the feminist 
standpoint argument* can yield a more complete picture of the rela- 
tionship between master and slave (or men and women). That is, one 
could argue that the standpoint achieved through material labor ulti- 
mately enables the slave to see that it is the struggle for dominance 
itself, and not just his or her role within it, that creates the inability to 
achieve true self-consciousness. The slave would be permitted to see 
that although relationship with the master per se must end, relation- 
ship with the person in the master’s role must continue on a new basis 
of equality. Equality, on this reading, would provide the only poten- 
tial for reciprocal and noninstrumental recognition. 

In the same vein, a feminist standpoint creates the potential for 
men and women to achieve fully human relationships of reciprocity 
and mutuality. In the context of my discussion of the mother-son rela- 
tionship, it would enable the mother to appreciate fully the quality 
and significance of her activity, and it would enable the son to recog- 
nize the mother as her own subject. It would thus allow parents and 
children of both sexes to achieve unity and mutuality of recognition, 
This is not achievable through a nonfeminist understanding of Hegel, 
for he rejected the parent-child relationship as the model for human 
relationships of recognition and instead chose the brother-sister rela- 
tionship. It would take us too far afield to pursue this matter, but his 
choice of the brother-sister relationship (rather than sister-sister, for 
instance), his account of that relationship, and his rejection of the 


*Ibid., p. 279. 

*] say this rather than a Hegelian reading of the feminist standpoint because the 
latter is much more problematic, owing in part to Hegel’s sexism. Both projects should 
be carried out but must be reserved for future work, as they would be far too involved 
to undertake here. 
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parent-child (that is, mother-child) relationship, rather than recasting 
that relationship in terms of mutuality, further suggest the sexist lim- 
itations of Hegel's argument.” 

These thoughts have taken us away from my main line of argu- 
ment, but they help provide a deeper understanding of the theoretical 
possibilities of gender psychology. The discussion of Hegel has made 
it possible to examine the issue of recognition in a deeper way than 
liberal theory would at first glance suggest. But in reality, while less 
obvious and direct, these themes, and the desire for dominance and 
nonreciprocal recognition, have evident parallels in liberal theories, 
and particularly in theories of obligation. They are represented more 
subtly; but now that they have been identified and defined, their 
place in liberal theory will be easier to see. 

To begin with, agency is one of the most central concepts of indi- 
vidualism and consent theory; the individual has the capacity to make 
choices and thus can assume obligations. Moreover, this capacity also 
carries a moral imperative that obligations can be assumed only 
through the exercise of this agency. Agency is the hallmark of inde- 
pendence, autonomy, and adulthood. To be able to make one’s own 
decisions indicates an end to dependence on the will and abilities of 
another; hence, agency is what justifes the rejection of divine right 
and the adoption of the social contract. This is a vital historical move, 
But because it is a reactive rather than relational autonomy that this 
agency embodies, it is also what justifies—indeed, creates and per- 
petuates—the radical and abstract individualism of liberal democratic 
theory, the market model of society, substantive theories that require 
the dehumanization, oppression, and nonrecognition of women, a 
theory that obligation can exist only by virtue of voluntary assump- 
tion. 

That is the primary significance of gender psychology as far as po- 
litical theory is concerned. The boy—because he must become mas- 
culine in a world where mother-only child rearing ensures that he is 
psychically female, where gender is an exclusionary category, and 
where the female is devalued while the male is elevated—cannot af- 
ford to grant recognition to the mother, and hence to all women and 
indeed to all “others.” This inability to grant such recognition is the 
vital seed from which the self-other dichotomy grows, as well as all 
other dualisms which are variations on that theme: subject-object, 
mind-body, public-private, fact-value, exchange-use. Not coinciden- 
tally, these dualisms involve identification of men with the first mem- 
ber of each pair—the public world of fact, the subject, and the ego— 


“Hegel, Phenomenology, esp. pp. 274-78- 
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and women with the second—nature, the id, privatized objects— 
thus taking as a primary value the denial of women’s subjectivity and 
personhood. But as a way to secure independence, autonomy, and 
selfhood, this strategy is hopelessly self-contradictory. The need to 
dominate “arises not so much out of empowerment as out of anxiety 
about impotence.”™ 

Numerous feminist theorists have identified this dualism as a cen- 
tral element of liberal theory and as a key to liberalism’s difficulties.” 
The need to deny recognition is what gives rise to the need for artifi- 
cial constructions that present such inaccurate and skewed visions of 
“man,” “nature,” and social relations, and for theories that insist on 
the individual’s complete control over “his” connections to the politi- 
cal community. Hartsock’s description of the market model of society 
and masculinist conceptions of power are a particularly important 
case in point. In her theory masculinist ontology gives rise to a mar- 
ket model of community that is, like the boy's reactive autonomy, 
“fragile and arbitrary, structured fundamentally by competition and 
domination.” The notions that the individual is fundamentally iso- 
lated from all others and that contact must thus be based at least 
initially on opposing interests and established through formal agree- 
ments and contracts are part of the problem of recognition, or the 
failure thereof. Just as the boy’s severed relation with the mother will 
ensure the repression of femaleness and relationship because they are 
confusing and threatening to the masculine psyche, so will relation- 
ship based on competition rather than cooperation ensure that “the 
very social character of activity can appear as something alien and 
puzzling.”* In such a situation it is certain that relationships of domi- 
nation will become apparent; that is, it is certain that “exchange” is a 
power relationship rather than one of association, reciprocity, or mu- 
tuality. 

Recognition will be sought through this form of interaction, but 
only the unidirectional recognition that Hegel outlined: to be ac- 
knowledged not as equal but as superior and privileged. Thus men 
compete in the market to establish their preeminence by establishing 
the preeminence of their interests over others’, by accruing wealth 
and property. The “fetishism of commodities” that this ethic makes 
apparent means that things, not people, become the objects of pri- 


*Keller (1984), p. 124. 

*Indeed, this is such a basic building block of most feminist theory that it may not 
need citation; but in addition to the theorists discussed in the previous chapter, see 
Eisenstein (1981), Elshtain (1981), Okin (1979), Pateman (1988), Sargent (1981). 

*Hartsock (1984), p- 38. 

“Ibid., p. 45. 
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mary attachment and mediate human thought and activity. In this 
world, “attainment of complex and deep-going series of relations with 
others is indeed difficult.”* The extent to which men enter into con- 
tracts that promote the interests of another is determined by the good 
to themselves. As Mancur Olson argues, the only reason man gives 
up anything is to gain more for himself; the only reason man partici- 
pates in a group action is to benefit his individual life by a manifold 
factor over and above his contribution to the group.” 

This one-sided individualistic concern with one’s interests as an ex- 
tension of the self, the identification (or sublimation) of interests with 
passions,” the focus on desired objects and the self-absorption appar- 
ent in market man’s striving to fulfill his interests echo the preoedipal 
concern with objects, the self, and escape from the body/mother. The 
liberal market, in providing a means of expression for the repressed 
passions of infancy, contributes to this concept of interests as misogy- 
nist, as expressive of the desire to dominate women. That does not 
mean other desires are not expressed in the concept of interests, of 
course; but it is in this particular aspect that the problem of recogni- 
tion lies. For in the market model that Hartsock and Macpherson an- 
alyze, the relevant point is not just that individuals are atomistic, nor 
is it just that atomism creates duality. What makes individuals atomis- 
tic is the fear of and refusal to recognize the subjectivity of others 
because to so recognize would be to lose the self; that is, to give in to 
others without the struggle of competition is to relinquish one’s inter- 
ests and hence to lose one’s self. But this in reality only perverts the 
self and makes genuine individuality, agency, and autonomy unat- 
tainable, for without mutuality in recognition, domination persists 
and relationship fails. 


Obligation and Recognition 


The implications for political obligation are powerful and manifold. 
On the most obvious level, the institutionalization of unidirectional 
recognition and sexual inequality ensures an absence of genuine 
choice for women, a condition often decried by liberal theorists as 
coercive when applied to the male citizenry. In the theories and prac- 
tices of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, women were de- 
nied the means of consenting, such as the vote and other forms of 
political expression, but political obligations of obedience to law ex- 


*Jbid., p. 103, pp. 101-4, 
Olson (1971). 
“Hirschman (1977). 
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tended to them equally as to men. And even with the granting of 
women’s suffrage, the pervasiveness of sexual inequality in laws and 
opportunities to this day, it can easily be argued, seriously under- 
mines women’s ability to consent and participate fully in the public 
realm. 

The question of unequal starting points or de facto inequality raises 
a serious problem for consent theory. As Rousseau argued, the liberal 
contract, rather than securing freedom, presents in institutionalized 
form the same relations of dominance and servitude found in the 
state of nature.” Whereas liberal consent theory works from stated 
premises of formal equality, gross substantive inequality ensures po- 
litical inequality not only in political voice in determining the laws but 
also in the ways the laws apply to people: the laws apply unequally to 
those who are unequal. But because equality is defined in the liberal 
democratic contract solely in formal terms, this deeper inequality can 
never be redressed; and so the inequality becomes not merely de facto 
or contingent but structural. The prior political group in power has 
already been able to structure social institutions, as well as conceptual 
definitions, to benefit itself, and it will always be ahead as long as 
freedom, equality, and obligation are defined abstractly and nega- 
tively because such conceptions leave it to the worse-off individual to 
pull herself up by her own bootstraps. 

In contemporary theory, often working off the principles of the 
early social contract theorists, the problem persists, though in per- 
haps subtler ways. Joseph Tussman’s characterization of the non- 
fully participating citizens of both sexes (the modern counterpart to 
Locke’s “tacit consenters”) as “political child-brides” supports the no- 
tion that women are considered by modern theorists to be incapable 
of true participation in the social contract, and that such inability is 
nothing to be alarmed about.” The point is not just that Tussman 
chose such an image (and hence was contingently sexist), but that 
such an image made sense and was acceptable to theorists in a way 
that, say, a racist image would not (consider the difference in our 
reading of his theory if Tussman had chosen an equally offensive rac- 
ist image such as “Uncle Tom”). While racism is just as pernicious as 
sexism, I am suggesting among other things that the reluctance to see 
sexism in such terms reveals the “deep structure” of masculinity, to 
invoke Di Stefano once again, that pervades obligation theory.” 

The notion that inequality and dominance serve as a basis for obli- 
gation suggests important things about its theoretical, ontological, 


*See Rousseau, The Origin of Inequality, in Cole, esp. p. 89. 
*Tussman (1960). 
¥Di Stefano (1983), p. 634. 
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and even epistemological grounding and characterization. If the con- 
ception of freedom central to consent theory, namely negative liberty, 
is premised on the struggle for recognition, and particularly on the 
ability to be recognized without reciprocation, and if nonrecognition 
is, as it is for the oedipal boy and Hegel's master, a form of power 
and violence, then freedom too must be at least in part an expression 
of that same power and violence. Other concepts based on the prem- 
ises of that freedom will then likewise express power and violence. 

Thus, equality, in referring to abstract opportunity and rights, sets 
the stage for competition and dominance. Opportunity is equal until 
someone wins the contest, and even then only for those who start off 
equal in the relevant respects. The idea of rights embodies the con- 
cept of claims against others, again suggesting competition; and a 
right further provides a boundary line between various individuals’ 
needs, desires, and wants and hence serves to divide individuals. The 
concept of equal rights says we must respect one another not because 
we are connected but because of rights which highlight the lines of 
demarcation between us. The old adage that your right to swing your 
fist ends where my nose begins is illuminating as much for its articu- 
lation of separate and discrete individual spheres of action as it is for 
its image of violence; that is, the potential for violence lies at the pre- 
cise point where discrete individuals have contact. Freedom, defined 
negatively, is to a certain degree zero sum: my greater freedom by 
definition consists in the existence of fewer laws, lower taxes, and so 
on, but this will yield unfreedom for those who are not as well off, 
who depend on redistribution of income and state regulation of po- 
tentially exploitive relationships, such as between a capitalist and a 
child laborer. So freedom becomes a competitive relationship among 
beings, some of whom seek to win out over others, establishing their 
freedom at the expense of others’. 

Obligation as self-assumed is a particularly significant product of 
this conception of freedom, because far more than equality, justice, or 
rights, obligation centrally involves connection, relationship, and 
bondedness. The absolute natural freedom of the state of nature out- 
lined by the social contract theorists entails a total absence of re- 
straint: people must fight against the restraints imposed by competing 
and alienated others. The absolute freedom of the state of nature— 
particularly in Hobbes and Rousseau, and to a less obvious degree in 
Locke—is marked by a mean existence and lack of control; fear of 
ceasing to exist, fear of losing one’s possessions, hostility, and suspi- 
cion are dominant characteristics. The state of nature, like the boy’s 
relationship with his mother, is a kind of prison, for within it man 
cannot realize himself, he cannot create and control. He is constantly 
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reminded of his fleshliness and mortality. “Natural man” seeks to 
escape this chaotic prison by turning to the social contract, thereby 
trading absolute freedom, which produces absolute terror, for effec- 
tive freedom, or the freedom to act effectively, with the assurance 
that one’s actions will produce the desired results. Civil society exists 
to protect possessions and property. By having control over his pos- 
sessions, the individual has control over his identity; for Locke in par- 
ticular, for example, who you are is determined largely by what you 
have. 

But civil society also exists to ensure that the individual can act 
rationally. Rules and laws provide predictability; they provide assur- 
ance that the individual can act with certainty and hence control 
“himself.” By protecting property and preserving (or making possi- 
ble) rationality, the social contract not only preserves the citizen from 
nature but also assists in the individual's preservation of autonomy, 
defined reactively as self-control and self-mastery. And this reactive 
autonomy is intrinsically tied up with the notion that obligations are 
always and only created by voluntary actions. The conception of peo- 
ple as absolutely separate, which the boy develops both from his per- 
ception of difference from his mother and from his exaggeration of 
that difference to bolster his differentiation from her, results in a 
structure in which those separate individuals can resolve conflicts 
only at discrete and controlled points of contact. From this perspec- 
tive, obligation necessarily exists only by an act of free will: if I am 
free above all else, I can be bound—that is, I can have connections 
and relationships—only by an act of my own free agency. 

The concept of obligation as self-assumed depends on a conception 
of people as inherently separate and fragmented, and this resonates 
strongly with the conception the boy develops as a result of mother- 
only child rearing. The significant aspect of self-assumed obligation is 
that one has complete control over one’s bonds or connections to 
others because one creates those bonds. Creation is a form of power 
in the sense of control and mastery. The act of consent preserves my 
right to autonomy as self-determination. It thus asserts my separate- 
ness and self-control even as I give up some of that control by creat- 
ing an obligation. By establishing bonds through an act of free will, I 
maintain contro] over myself, self-determination, and freedom. 

Indeed, obligation within the social contract can be seen as a rela- 


“In this section I again use masculine terminology to indicate not males per se as 
much as a masculinized conception of the individual. Again, although consent theorists 
may assert that this model applies to women, and their exclusion is merely contingent, 
my point is that “the individual” is specifically masculine, and women are structurally 
excluded from the world of politics constructed by these theories. 
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tionship of exchange. Citizens exchange or trade absolute freedom for 
security according to Hobbes, for effective and economic freedom ac- 
cording to Locke, and for the moral freedom of self-mastery according 
to Rousseau. Man gives up some liberty to the government and 
agrees to obey it, and in return he receives the goods of a “well- 
ordered society,” to borrow from Rawls. 

But within this exchange relationship also lies a relationship of 
power and domination. One potentially puts oneself in another's 
power when one places oneself under an obligation by giving up part 
of one’s freedom—one’s essence—for something else. In a relation- 
ship of obligation, the obliged person must recognize the obliger in 
performing the obligation, while the obliger need only accept what- 
ever deed is performed in fulfillment and need not recognize the ac- 
tor. The dangers inherent in this kind of relationship—in this formal- 
ized connection—are what require the centrality of voluntarism as the 
legitimator of such a relationship. If obligation is viewed as a power 
relationship, then being placed in such a relationship without active 
control over one’s placement would seem to make such a relationship 
doubly coercive. Voluntarism would seem to save the individual! from 
nonreciprocated recognition—from connection itself—by giving the 
individual the power of control over that relationship. Furthermore, 
since it is an exchange relationship, each self recognizes the other 
only to the extent that he chooses, that is, to the extent that it is in his 
interest. Ostensibly this would seem to pose another solution to the 
“master’s dilemma,” for both parties, through the expression of their 
interests, control the degree and form of recognition of the other. 

Yet the apparent reciprocity of this exchange is belied by the strict 
adherence to consent and voluntarism in the face of the fact that such 
consent is nonexistent for all but a select few. In social contract theo- 
ries political obligation is not in fact self-assumed in the full sense by 
very many people, as critics since Hume have pointed out. Yet those 
who have not consented are nonetheless considered obligated to obey 
the law and government. It is rather widely accepted among modern 
theorists of obligation—even those who put forth variations on the 
consent theme—that the conditions for true consent are often absent 
from political society; that a large number of people are not given the 
opportunity to consent, or else “consent” by performing acts about 
which they have little choice; that even acts of dissent are interpreted 
as acts of consent; that unfair bargaining positions belie the freedom 
implicit in free choice. These “tacit consenters”—usually, as in 
Locke’s theory, the nonlanded workers, the poor, not to mention 
white women and men and women of color—are subject to the politi- 
cal decisions of the “express consenters,” the landed and wealthy 
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white men who have historically been the voters and holders of politi- 
cal office. The class of masters is thus recognized in every sense— 
political, social, economic—while the slaves are not only denied their 
political voice but are told that their enforced silence constitutes vol- 
untary expression, and they are obligated thereby. 


The Feminist Standpoint and Feminist Obligation 


On the most obvious level, the definition of obligation as deter- 
mined exclusively and unavoidably by consent conveniently denies 
the fact that women have historically been, and indeed in many ways 
still are, obligated to the state without consent. In this denial, how- 
ever, lies a more significant factor, which is that women are and have 
historically been bound to an entire series of other obligations—child 
care most obviously—to which consent is not only unavailable but of 
questionable relevance. And it is in these obligations that we may 
find the beginnings of a feminist theory of obligation. 

I earlier suggested a hypothetical case in which a woman is raped 
and becomes pregnant to highlight how women’s lives challenge the 
clear standard of consent in determining obligation. But less extreme 
examples provide similar challenges. Consider, for example, a mar- 
ried woman who conscientiously practices birth control but becomes 
pregnant anyway, and fears that having an abortion will drive her 
husband not only to beat her but perhaps even to abandon her and 
their three existing children. Are not her choices sufficiently unfairly 
limited to problematize any notion of obligation to care for this child 
within the standards of consent theory? Or even consider a couple 
who decide to have a child. Suppose the child is born with a severe 
mental or physical disability that will require full-time care well into 
adulthood. Do people “consent” to all contingencies when they de- 
cide to have a child? Indeed, most couples who decide to have a child 
often do not really know what they are consenting to.” Do women, 
and in more recent years men, who become the caretakers of such 
children really consent to such situations, or do they recognize obliga- 
tions of care that are not explicitly chosen? These examples may ap- 
pear to lie on a continuum of sorts—most people would probably 
concede that rape is by definition nonconsensual, while there would 
be substantial disagreement about whether a couple's ignorance of 
the risks in childbearing excuses them from consent—but each of 


“The idea for these alternatives was originally suggested to me by Christine Di Stef- 
ano. 
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these cases problematizes a liberal individualist notion of choice and 
consent. 

And the fact that it is largely women who are subject to the obliga- 
tions of care is significant to the claim that women’s options are gen- 
erally restricted in comparison to men’s. Not only have men histori- 
cally escaped responsibility for the actual raising of children, but 
socially tolerated (if not officially condoned) practices of paternal 
abandonment and spouse abuse locate such practices within a sexu- 
ally oppressive context. Yet we cannot say that women have been 
enslaved against their will. Throughout history, women have partici- 
pated to some extent voluntarily in many of the practices and activ- 
ities socially required of them. Does love, for instance, negate the 
absence of choice and free will in any of these examples? Does it jus- 
tify the fact that women’s participation in such sexually oppressive 
practices perpetuates their own political and social powerlessness? Do 
these factors negate the obligatory force of care? From gender psy- 
chology I derived the notion that women’s moral reasoning begins 
from premises of connection, responsibility, and response. In terms 
of a feminist standpoint approach, we can take these values as impor- 
tant premises for a feminist conception of obligation. This conception 
is very different from that of consent theory; for if relationship is the 
overriding feature of women’s lives, as these theories suggest, if it is 
the core of their being, the source of their vision, then connection is 
given and obligation is a presumption of fact. 

This is particularly evident in Gilligan’s analysis of the Heinz di- 
lemma, Amy assumes an obligation to do something for Heinz’s wife. 
The question for her is which action will be the most responsible, 
which action will best respond to the needs of everyone in the story. 
The girls in Johnstone’s porcupine dilemma do not entertain the no- 
tion that the porcupine can be forced out of the burrow; they assume 
that a relationship exists and try to find a solution that literally leaves 
nobody out in the cold. Women contemplating abortions in Gilligan’s 
study speak in terms not of freedom or rights but of responsibility 
and care. Obligation is assumed—to the father, one’s family, the po- 
tential child whether or not the pregnancy was intended, and finally 
oneself—and the dilemma becomes how to reconcile the conflicting 
obligations stemming from this complex web of relationships. 

In these examples, women’s conceptualization of the substantive 
principle operates from their ontological framework, the givenness of 
connection and responsibility, just as obligation determined solely by 
consent derives from a masculinist ontology of individualism. The on- 
tological perspective of enmeshment in a web of relationships leads to 
the moral conclusion that freedom, while central to the concept of a 
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person, is not the only or even the primary value. Indeed, it also 
suggests a different definition of freedom from that found in liberal 
obligation theory. A prior and perhaps more central concept would be 
obligation itself; and the examples I have given suggest that obliga- 
tion, from a feminist standpoint, needs to be considered from a per- 
spective that takes obligation as given. 

Such a perspective requires a different conceptual and epistemolog- 
ical framework for understanding obligation and not just another def- 
inition within the existing framework. This understanding can be 
achieved only by developing a different approach to the question, 
and indeed perhaps different questions altogether. In consent theory, 
working from an assumption of separateness and freedom theorists 
seek to understand how isolated individuals can develop and sustain 
connections and still be separate, how they can engage in relation- 
ships and still remain free. Thus, the central approach involves asking 
how obligations arise, how they come into being. But if obligation is 
given, then it does not really make sense to ask how it can arise; from 
a feminist standpoint, obligation is the standard against which other 
things, such as the freedom to act as one wishes, are measured. Be- 
ginning with the self as separate, the rights model seeks to find areas 
and modes of connection that are safe, that can provide for needs 
without risking the loss of self. The responsibility model, beginning 
with connection, tries to determine how to provide space for the self 
without violating the moral imperative of care. This perspective 
would indicate that although freedom is certainly achievable in the 
context of human relationships, it must be achieved; it is not a given. 
Freedom is an entity that must be created, as an individual carves out 
space for herself. And since freedom is created by a stepping away 
from or out of obligations, freedom must also be justified. Relations 
cannot be severed by a “mere” desire or act of will. There must be, in 
a sense, “good reasons” for the desire not to fulfill obligations. 

This does not mean such justification is not possible or even likely 
for a wide variety of cases. In a century that has seen Stalin, Hitler, 
and Jim Jones, the concept of a given obligation may make some un- 
easy about the “totalitarian menace.” A second source of unease 
comes specifically from women’s experience: nonconsensual obliga- 
tions have been imposed on women all their lives. Isn’t it time the 
yoke was shaken off? Why fall back into the mire of Kinder, Kuche, und 
Kirche? Should not women be able to choose their obligations, just as 
men have? 

I certainly share these concerns. But at the same time, these objec- 
tions miss the significance of the reformulation I am suggesting and 
the depth of the reorientation it requires. The purpose of a feminist 
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theory of obligation is not to bind us more tightly to the state or to 
relations but to enable us to see the reality that women’s lives reveal: 
that men and women alike are often in fact nonconsensually bound 
more tightly than our public discourse admits. The ideology of con- 
sent allows us to believe that all obligations are created. We can thus 
deny the obligatory force of any relations that we do not create or do 
not wish to maintain. This “we,” however, is largely masculine, for 
this belief exists, operates, and flourishes in a public realm separate 
from the private. In the private realm, by contrast, obligations are 
often not consensual at all for those who occupy it, that is, women. 
This creates a dichotomy; but more than that, it creates a dichotomy 
that is doubly oppressive for women, particularly in the modern era. 
The modern world ostensibly rejects the notion of natural inferiority. 
It ostensibly grants women equal rights, such as the vote, and takes 
the provision of these rights as evidence of equality. Women, it is 
claimed, can now choose all of their obligations, just as men do, 
Therefore, it is concluded with Hobbesian logic, women must in fact 
have chosen the situation they are now in. If they are in the private 
realm still, if they are responsible for child care, it is because they 
have chosen these roles. 

Yet the reality is that such choice is systematically denied. The de- 
nial of political rights is often a de facto phenomenon, ignorance of 
which is made possible by the continued political ghettoization of 
women.” And the continued assertion that women do in fact have 
equal rights in the face of the fact that these rights cannot be realized 
begs, rather than answers, the question of obligation. Rather than 
trying to create a situation in which women meet the criteria for obli- 
gation defined by consent, what theorists need to do is redefine obli- 
gation to articulate and accommodate women’s experience as well as 
men’s. 

In using gender psychology to articulate differences between men’s 
and women’s experience, however, and in arguing for the basing of 
political theory on concrete experience, I do not wish simply (or sim- 
plistically) to model obligation on women’s experience, or on child 
care in particular; nor am I arguing that political theory should model 
political obligations on the relationship between mother and child. 
Rather, the point is that women’s experience, which is systematically 
eliminated from public ideologies such as political theory, can tell us 
important things about human life. Consent theory tells only part of 
the story of human experience; it presents, therefore, a biased and 
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distorted picture of obligation. The answer is not to reject this part 
and adopt another (feminist) part but rather to fit together the various 
pieces: gender, class, race, history, geography, age, and so forth. And 
in order to do that, we have to be able to adopt a different frame- 
work. We cannot merely add on women’s experience to the dominant 
discourse because the two operate from different starting points and 
within different frameworks. 

This is why grafting the feminine model onto the masculine distorts 
the feminine. The reverse strategy, grafting the masculine onto the 
feminine, may distort the masculine as well; but because of the domi- 
nance of the masculine model, because of the deep entrenchment of 
rights and consent in our consciousness, ideologies, and institutions, 
this is much less likely, and is even, perhaps, a necessary methodo- 
logical stage. Much as an unbalanced scale dips out of alignment in 
the opposite direction when an equal weight is placed on the lighter 
side, feminism may appear to overemphasize the advantages of the 
care model in the attempt to achieve equality. As Hartsock says about 
the “bodily aspect” of the sexual division of labor, we may need to 
“grasp it overfirmly in an effort to keep it from evaporating alto- 
gether.”*' Yet considering my analysis in the context of patriarchy re- 
veals how very carefully that equal weight is being placed on the 
scales by feminist theorists, precisely because of their sensitivity to 
the problems of hegemony. Because of this self-conscious, self-critical 
approach to theorizing, a feminist theoretical perspective is likely to 
afford a clearer vantage point from which the two models can be 
mixed together, if perhaps not in unbiased fashion, at least in a less 
biased one. 

As standpoint epistemologists argue, a feminist standpoint can pro- 
vide a perspective on social relations that is more “real” than the 
dominant ideology. Oppression does not provide the oppressed with 
pure objectivity by any means. But in oppression there lies the poten- 
tial to see more objectively, as Harding puts it, to come closer to the 
truth by being able to see more sides of the question, and hence to get 
beyond the causes of oppression. As Joan Ringelheim’s work on the 
women of the Holocaust suggests, the experience of oppression can 
produce, in dialectical fashion, what one might call growth in both 
our relations with others and our understanding of ourselves. Part of 
my own previous argument has been that powerlessness and oppres- 
sion have contributed to the development and articulation of the 
voice of care. Yet Ringelheim also points out that few people, herself 
included, would argue that oppression is desirable or good. I agree, 
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and would further argue that it would be incorrect to presuppose 
from these arguments that oppression is inevitable or necessary to 
human development. Rather, given that oppression does exist, it may 
tell us something about human capacities that we are able to learn 
and derive good things from oppressive experiences and conditions. 
It is not oppression per se that produces the good but human re- 
sponses to it. We cannot say that these responses, and the valuable 
things humans have extracted from oppression, could not have been 
learned from other, nonoppressive experiences.” 

Thus the purpose of reorienting our inquiry to the consideration of 
obligation as given is not merely to redefine it but to articulate a dif- 
ferent perspective from which to view social and political relations. A 
difference in perspective changes the terms of the discourse. The 
questions we ask ourselves and others shift into another framework 
altogether. The problem of women’s obligation exists within the con- 
text of social institutions and thought that creates two different sets of 
values for men and women: men are naturally free, women are natu- 
rally obligated. Within this context, of course, feminists do not wish 
to maintain the givenness of obligation for women, for that would 
perpetuate their inferiority. The context needs to be changed. But it is 
not merely the case that feminists want men to be nonconsensually 
obligated as well, for that would give way to totalitarianism if it oc- 
curred within the current ideological and epistemological context (and 
if such a situation developed from the current state of affairs, it would 
be run by men; it would not be a “feminist” totalitarianism). 

Rather, the point is to call attention to the fact that men already are 
nonconsensually obligated in many ways, but that our public “male- 
stream” ideology refuses to recognize this fact. Again, some would 
say that men themselves refuse to accept this fact, as opposed to 
blaming it on a generalized ideology; and one could cite the incidence 
of paternal abandonment and failure to pay child support to defend 
such a claim. But that would be a gross overgeneralization. I believe it 
is much more accurate to argue that our public ideology of consensual 
obligation creates a framework that men find easier to adopt and use. 
It is also more desirable to men than to women owing to circum- 
stances they have not entirely chosen or consented to, given the gen- 
der differences in self-other orientation I outlined previously. So al- 
though it is true that individual men make the decision to abandon 
their families or refuse to pay child support, it is the context within 
which that decision is not only made but socially and politically up- 
held and approved that is of greater significance; for it is this context 
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that must be changed if gender equality is to be achieved. Without a 
change in the context, individual change is possible but perpetually 
crippled. 

In denying men’s nonconsensual obligations—or even the noncon- 
sensual dimensions of their supposedly voluntary obligations—such 
a context obliterates the hope of a human theory of obligation that 
recognizes choice and givenness. Simultaneously, women should and 
do have the capacity to create many of their obligations but are often 
effectively denied the opportunity to do so. This denial similarly oblit- 
erates the hope of a human theory of obligation. We need to get be- 
yond the current framework of the dominant discourse in order to 
begin to make sense of the claim that obligations should be consid- 
ered as given. Within the existing framework such a construction not 
only does not make sense but is indeed nightmarish. 

This different conceptualization of obligation can be achieved only 
if we ask different questions. Rather than asking, How does an obli- 
gation arise? a feminist concept of obligation might need to ask, Is 
there a legitimate justification for not fulfilling this obligation? In the 
rights conception, the assumption of freedom demands an explana- 
tion of any curtailment of that freedom such as obligations impose. In 
the care conception, such a demand does not make sense because it 
violates the imperative of responsibility; the assumption of obligation 
demands an explanation for nonfulfillment. This different orientation 
requires inquiry into the contextual conditions surrounding an obliga- 
tion and an obligated person so we might understand the content of 
an obligation as well as possible justifications for not fulfilling it. Such 
an inquiry would articulate not a justification for restraint of action 
but the conflicting pressures that lead to a particular action as the 
fulfillment of an obligation or that provide a possible reason for not 
fulfilling it. This approach can in many ways be seen as interested 
more in what particular obligations consist of rather than in how they 
came to be. It also requires an entirely different approach to theory in 
redefining what the goals of a theory should be, how a theorist 
should attempt to reach those goals, and what the criteria are for 
judging success in reaching those goals. The issues of structural sex- 
ism indicate that a fundamental rethinking of obligation is in order. A 
feminist conception of obligation thus entails not just a new definition 
or formulation but an entire reorientation of what is meant by a the- 
ory of obligation. 


The foregoing analysis reveals liberal obligation theory to contain 
many elements that link it epistemologically and structurally to a mas- 
culinist conception and representation of the world, 1 have attempted 
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to show that the problem of political obligation really constitutes a set 
of problems that result from gender bias. This bias exists not only in 
the values that theories of political obligation endorse and promote 
but also in the frameworks within which the theories are created. I 
have argued that the tension between individualism and community 
found in original social contract theory and its modern revisions origi- 
nates in part in an ontology and an epistemology that reflect specifi- 
cally masculinist concerns and perspectives. The analysis reveals that 
women’s exclusion from the public realm of politics, and indeed from 
political theory in general, is not just the historical, temporal, and 
contingent result of gender-biased views of individual theorists. It is 
not merely the case that women were absentmindedly forgotten, that 
theorists simply did not think of them when picturing the public. It is 
not merely the case that theorists failed to carry through to its logical 
end the Enlightenment attack on the historical legacy of patriarchy, 
that they simply did not see far enough. It is not merely the case that 
theorists were confused by an ideology of nature that seemed to 
support but actually contradicted the principles of freedom they 
sought to expound. It is not merely the case that certain theorists 
were overtly sexist and sought actively to disempower women for 
their own personal reasons. All of these things are true, but they do 
not go far enough to give an adequate account of the treatment, igno- 
rance, and exclusion of women from political theory. They take for 
granted and fail to question the very genesis of the key concepts em- 
ployed by this genre of theory, The ways in which consent, freedom, 
choice, individual, society, authority, and obligation are defined, ap- 
plied, and utilized in liberal obligation theory are themselves impor- 
tant loci of the structural and epistemological gender bias of liberal 
political theory. This exclusion extends well beyond either the choices 
or limitations of any individual theorist to the epistemological struc- 
ture within which these theories of obligation, and their construction 
of the political, were created and are maintained. 

The negative dimension of feminist theorizing utilized in the pres- 
ent chapter—critique, analysis, deconstruction—is thus exceedingly 
powerful in unmasking the gendered dimensions of constructs and 
concepts that have long been accepted as completely devoid of gen- 
der content. Feminist methods can thus help political theory under- 
stand itself more profoundly and can help theorists conduct the theo- 
retical enterprise in a more self-conscious and self-critical, and hence 
intellectually responsible and productive, manner. It contributes to 
the development of theories that are more consistent with the princi- 
ples (we think) we wish to espouse, and in particular for modern 
theory, which takes democratic ends and means as constitutive un- 
derpinnings of almost all of its conceptual and intellectual categories, 
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it can create theories and epistemological frameworks that are more 
egalitarian, inclusive, democratic. 

This leads to the constructive side of feminist theory. A feminist 
epistemology is vital not only to the feminist analysis of dominant 
“malestream” theories but to the creation of feminist alternatives as 
well. I have argued that a feminist standpoint suggests that obligation 
should be considered the starting point for understanding political 
institutions and social relations. The analysis so far indicates that a 
feminist theory of obligation will require some thoroughgoing recon- 
ceptualizations of the standard categories of analysis. It suggests that 
feminist theory must engage in the articulation of a new epistemology 
and ideological framework, that it will not succeed as long as it con- 
tinues to operate solely within the dominant discourse. In order to 
develop feminist understandings of substantive political concepts 
such as justice, freedom, and obligation, theorists must redesign the 
existing framework itself. 

In particular, I have suggested that a feminist theory of obligation 
would have to begin by considering obligation as a given. But in or- 
der to make sense of this idea, we must understand it from the per- 
spective of feminist standpoints. It will not make sense to consider 
this theoretical construction from the standpoint of existing ideology 
any more than it is possible to understand women’s experience fully 
from the dominant masculinist perspective. The problem of cross- 
translation means that we must engage in a certain degree of philo- 
sophical schizophrenia, moving back and forth between two ostensi- 
bly opposed worlds. I have shown here, however, that, although 
they are very different—and even fundamentally so—in fact they are 
not opposed; each model has something to offer a human theory of 
obligation which incorporates the values of connection and separa- 
tion, which enables us to theorize self-in-relationship to the level of 
political community. 

This enterprise has its dangers. At the very least, the problem of 
cross-translation can create difficulties in communicating the depth of 
the reorientation that feminist theory requires. This in turn can result 
in the continued marginalization of feminist theory because of its sup- 
posed incomprehensibility in terms of the dominant discourse. The 
foregoing analysis, however, by making clear the character of this dif- 
ficulty, can help tackle the problem of how to approach and develop 
feminist theories of concepts such as obligation. It points the way to 
the articulation of this alternative epistemological framework through 
the existing one. It thus does more than straddle these two worlds of 
political theory and feminist theory; it begins the process of bringing 
them together. 

Yet the problem of cross-translation once again invokes postmod- 
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ern challenges, which threaten to undermine from the start the fun- 
damental project of positive feminist theory building. Indeed, post- 
modernists hold that feminism should be devoted to ending this kind 
of positive theorizing altogether. Particularly through the invocation 
of Foucault, feminist postmodernism decries the attempt to replace an 
old sexist hegemony with a new hegemony that may well still be rac- 
ist, ageist, speciesist, or even sexist in a different way. As Julia 
Kristeva claims, the only task that feminism can face with a clear con- 
science that it is not buying into the mind set of the ruling intellectual 
class, gender, race, and so forth is the negative method of deconstruc- 
tion. “If women have a role to play . . . it is only in assuming a 
negative function: reject everything finite, definite, structural, loaded 
with meaning, in the existing state of society.” In keeping with the 
deconstructionist’s imagery Kristeva argues, “A feminist practice can 
only be . . . at odds with what already exists so that we may say 
‘that’s not it’ and ‘that’s still not it.’”* It can only be the intellectual 
watchdog, so to speak, of theory. 

Yet politically, if not theoretically, this view is in many ways anti- 
feminist; for postmodern strategies cannot in themselves give rise to 
any alternate vision of politics that empowers the heretofore ex- 
cluded, such as women, people of color, the poor, the very young 
and old, animals. Although there are methodological advantages to 
be gained from a post-structuralist approach to theory, I am also 
somewhat suspicious of its claims from a feminist point of view. As 
Hartsock asks: 


Why is it that just at the moment when so many of us who have been 
silenced begin to name ourselves, to act as subjects rather than objects of 
history, just then the concept of subjecthood becomes problematic? Just 
when we are forming our own theories about the world, uncertainty 
emerges about whether the world can be theorized. Just when we are 
talking about the changes we want, ideas of progress and the possibility 
of systematically and rationally organizing human society become du- 
bious and suspect. And why is it only now that critiques are made of the 
will to power inherent in the effort to create theory?" 


On the one hand, the attempt to build theory based on feminist 
analyses such as the foregoing is to run the risk of creating new he- 
gemonies, new power structures through the creation of new forms 
of knowledge, as Foucault held. On the other hand, it is a risk that 
must be taken. I realize that this is a controversial and problematic 
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view. Why should feminists accept the standard of what political the- 
ory is supposed to be and do if that theory has been premised on 
women’s epistemological exclusion? This question may best be ad- 
dressed by analogy. After women’s claims of the 1970s to equal rights 
and opportunities to succeed at traditionally male professions, many 
women found that the standard (classist and racist) definitions of suc- 
cess—say, working a seventy-hour week to become a partner in a law 
firm—are also sexist. That is, they put a double burden on women 
because such definitions are premised on an economic and social 
model of the family in which one member is responsible for precisely 
those areas of life that the business world by definition excludes. 
What has made the seventy-hour professional work week possible is 
that such workers have generally had wives, people who did not 
work outside the home, who made that home possible by raising chil- 
dren, cooking, cleaning, hostessing (particularly for the partners), 
and providing for affective life in general. 

So on the contingent level, we find that women are still burdened 
unequally because they are held responsible for domestic obligations. 
Thus, if men shared more equally in child rearing and household 
work, women would not suffer from the “double day.” On the struc- 
tural level, however, such sharing is still not enough. Much as John 
Stuart Mill suggested the “exceptional woman” had to do if she was 
to combine the career of wife and mother with work outside the 
home,“ these white, middle-class working parents must rely on a 
new “ghetto” of workers in child care and housekeeping, often third 
world immigrant women who are not paid for their work nearly as 
well as the working parent. By refusing to recognize child rearing and 
housework as socially valuable, by continuing to demand the sev- 
enty-hour work week, the social structure of success makes the 
achievement of affective life either exploitive or impossible. Further- 
more, existing definitions have denied the ways in which professions 
were effectively closed off to large segments of the population—par- 
ticularly women of color—whose family life did not necessarily con- 
form to the white, middle-class model. The subject of success thus 
retains its privileged gender, race, and class. On this view, the prob- 
lems of gender inequality lie not with women per se but with the 
socioeconomic model within which they seek both to work and to 
maintain their personal lives. The structural barriers to gender equal- 
ity are built into the system. The difficulty of introducing into the 
workplace such innovations as on-site child care, job sharing, and 
flextime, the pervasiveness of pay and promotion differentials, and 
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the speed with which the “mommy track” mentality was embraced by 
the business community” all suggest that the problem is not how to 
get women to achieve success by the old standards but how to change 
the meaning of success itself. 

Perhaps political theorists need to take a lesson from these experi-. 
ences. Just as feminists are saying not that women should stay out of 
the workplace but rather should change it, so I maintain that feminist 
theorists need to engage in positive theory building, but in the proc- 
ess they must change the enterprise to allow for new kinds of theory 
and new approaches to it. Postmodernists effectively claim that posi- 
tive theory building is inherently corrupting and should be avoided 
altogether. I contend rather that through feminists’ participation in 
these structures and practices of political theory, the structures and 
practices themselves are being not merely reformed but profoundly 
transformed. Their political concerns lead feminists to analyze and de- 
construct differently from nonfeminists. Certainly feminists are more 
eager to deconstruct in the first place than are liberal theorists. But 
more than that, they need to be more concerned with building new 
structures out of deconstructed material than postmodernism allows. 
This does not mean that feminism provides the final word on obliga- 
tion, that its theory is airtight, perfect, comprehensive, exclusive, or 
even “true.” Rather, it provides a step toward a new theoretical fu- 
ture, one in which women, with all the subdivisions that postmod- 
ernism insists on, can tell their stories. 

I largely defer my disagreements with postmodernism until my af- 
terword, but I make these comments here to foreshadow my concerns 
about both theory building and postmodernism, and simultaneously 
because the theory that I develop in the next chapter demonstrates 
some affinity with postmodern methods and ideas, even as it seems 
to keep one foot planted, if somewhat ambivalently, in post-Enlight- 
enment modernism. This “principled ambivalence,”” or position in 
between modernism and postmodernism, I argue, is an important 
strategy for feminism; but, as will become apparent, it also has its 
costs. Thus, aware of the dangers of the enterprise I undertake, with 
repeated self-conscious and self-critical warnings that I am not claim- 
ing to have a true, full-blown feminist theory of obligation, that I 
doubt that “one” even exists, I shall plunge headlong into the dan- 
gerous abyss of answering the, as Di Stefano points out,” often hos- 
tile question, Can you do any better? Can feminist theory offer us 
something in place of what it has just torn down? 
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CHAPTER SIX 


Feminist Obligation and Feminist 
Theory: A Method for Political Theory 


AN ANSWER to the question that closed the previous chapter begins 
with a repetition of the warning that gender psychology as it is used 
here provides not an essentialist definition of man or woman but 
rather a heuristic device that offers a model and a language for under- 
standing some of the specifically gendered dimensions of power and 
powerlessness in liberal obligation theory. In this context, gender 
psychology allows us not only to critique the masculinist bias of lib- 
eral obligation theory but also to formulate new visions more consis- 
tent with a feminist standpoint of care, responsibility, and respon- 
siveness. By utilizing a feminist epistemological framework, we can 
sketch an outline of a feminist notion of obligation; and this is 
achieved by theorizing women’s experience from the perspective of 
that experience. 

The focus of a feminist theory of obligation is not directly on the 
obligation itself but rather on the (political) context within which it is 
located. If, as I have argued, a feminist concept of obligation operates 
from an understanding of context and concrete social relations, then a 
feminist political theory needs to attend to those contexts, to drawing 
out certain general characteristics that ensure a contextual approach 
to moral and political dilemmas, one that allows for the working out 
of the content of obligations within the context of connection. 
Through the construction of a feminist politics—a feminist practice— 
a feminist theory of obligation is deepened and enriched. 

As I indicated in the conclusion to the previous chapter, however, 
in calling this a theory of obligation, we must recognize that the con- 
cept of theory is itself transformed. Given the demonstrated masculi- 
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nism of mainstream political theory, an approach that begins from 
women’s experiences suggests that standard methods of theory will 
prove inadequate to the task at hand. Feminist political theory must 
be able to utilize other strategies to articulate its political vision, par- 
ticularly those demonstrating some affinity with more literary tradi- 
tions (which have been much more accessible and responsive than 
political science and philosophy to feminist enterprises) including 
narrative, confession, interpretation, and story building, thereby 
bringing into theoretical method women’s historical experience as 
contextual and local rather than formal and abstract. Just as Gilligan 
found the narrative to be central to unearthing and defining women’s 
different voice, so must feminist theorists engage in their own politi- 
cal narratives. This story may help to elucidate—in ways that analyti- 
cal philosophy, which has figured prominently in my discussion, can- 
not yet reveal because of its indebtedness to the dominant positivist 
epistemologies—the feminist epistemological perspective of obliga- 
tion as given.’ 

Thus, rather than the linear progression of liberal theory, the the- 
ory of feminist obligation that I develop here is itself, like the central 
image that it incorporates, an elaborate web. Indeed, at its heart is a 
challenge to the liberal positivist idea that theory should proceed in a 
direct line and provide clear-cut, well-defined answers to the ques- 
tions it poses, implicitly valuing the answers—even answers that re- 
duce, simplify, and misrepresent—more than the questions. It re- 
quires a reevaluation of how theory should proceed and progress, 
what its goals and intentions should be, what sorts of methods and 
approaches can or should be implemented. The supposed theoretical 
advantage of liberal consent theory is that it is clear-cut: obligations 
arise from promising, political obligation from consent. Hence, al- 
though “the liberal vertical conception of obligation may be sadly 
empty of moral and political content . . . it does give a clear answer to 
the question of what counts as political obligation.”* Any argument or 
ambiguity centers on whether or not I have consented, and hence am 
obligated; but this does not shake the fundamental understanding of 
what an obligation is and how it comes to exist. 

In contrast, feminist theory does shake that understanding, but it 
may not be able to provide prima facie rules and procedures to gov- 
ern the creation of obligations. In this sense there is no way to prede- 
fine a feminist theory of obligation, because as we attend to substance 
and context, all obligations will seem somewhat “ad hoc, contextual, 
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local, plural, and limited,” a product of a collective understanding, 
negotiation, and working through of the concrete factors surrounding 
particular relationships, conflicts, and dilemmas. What it must articu- 
late is more complex and layered than the straightforward liberal rule 
that obligations arise only from consent, and consent always creates 
obligation. Rather than defining feminist obligation in the standard 
fashion of analytic philosophy, feminist theory must attend to the 
context of relationships within which obligations are created, articu- 
lated, enacted, and sustained. 


The Importance of Talk 


The previous chapters most obviously suggest that the context for 
feminist obligation must begin with a process of communication and 
dialogue. In the care model, communication is vital as a means of 
establishing connections and maintaining relationships. The issue of 
voice, so central to Gilligan’s and other feminist work discussed here, 
suggests that a feminist theory of politics would need to incorpo- 
rate the issue of voice into its construction of politics; and voice is 
most commonly and readily expressed by talking, by communicating 
through language. In other words, a feminist theory does not make 
the liberal individualist appeal to rules and the umpire government. 
Instead it holds that participants to relationship (for example, a soci- 
ety) need to talk about how their obligations are determined. So al- 
though I have argued that feminist obligation is concerned with con- 
tent rather than process, we must attend to (a certain concept of) 
process at least sufficiently to see how the content of obligations is 
determined. After all, the care model does not necessarily lead to the 
conclusion that obligations spring “naturally” from a relationship; or 
to the extent that they appear natural to the parties involved, there at 
least needs to be communication between parties to acknowledge that 
they are in fact in agreement.’ Yet this is not as contradictory as it 
may seem. To the extent that we must focus on a process of talk, a 
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of caretaker-infant relationships to the benefit of infants as well as adult women and 
men. 


250 Rethinking Obligation 


different notion of process is engaged, for the process itself is one of 
substantive meaning and concrete connection rather than of the rules 
and abstraction of liberal obligation theory. In the context of connec- 
tion, participants to a relationship need to talk through the elements 
of a dilemma to determine how to act, what to do, how best to fulfill 
obligations established by that relationship. 

The web of obligation thus locates at its center the (re)assertion that 
recognition is a key to feminist political theory and practice. Indeed, if 
there is anything even remotely approaching a prima facie first princi- 
ple here it is recognition. I have argued that the problems of liberal 
obligation theory derive in important ways from an epistemological 
framework that defines the individual as a being who seeks recogni- 
tion for the self while denying it to others. Those beings who do not 
engage in such a life-or-death struggle for dominance, who grant rec- 
ognition to others, become slaves, less-than-individuals, less-than-hu- 
man. I have argued that this masculinist representation of reality 
must be abandoned in favor of a model of interaction, an ontology 
and an epistemology that revolve around mutuality of recognition, 
relationships between selves and multiple others, and that take as 
central a concept of the individual as intimately involved in, created 
by, and understood in the context of relations with others, not as a 
separate entity defined in opposition to others. 

Recognition in a feminist sense does not follow the Hegelian notion 
that we all desire others to recognize us as superior, for such a con- 
ception automatically defines all relationships in terms of dominance. 
In direct contrast, feminist recognition involves not a subject and ob- 
ject, a self and other, but two subjects, two selves, with the object 
and the other absorbed into the dynamics of the relationship between 
subjects and selves. Just as in human relationships the mother’s own 
subjectivity must be recognized, so in political theory do nonrecogniz- 
ing, unidirectional dualities need to be dispelled. Operating from the 
centrality of recognition, a feminist conception of obligation begins 
from premises of human connection and relationality and hence rec- 
ognizes the legitimacy of obligations that exist prior to abstract con- 
sent. Such a conception emphasizes individual consideration and con- 
text over abstract general rules and outcome over procedure. It 
considers related concepts, such as equality and fairness, in substan- 
tive, not formal, terms and takes as its cornerstone the concrete con- 
ditions of people’s lives, not a sublimated abstraction such as the state 
of nature. 

Such a notion of recognition also obviously requires substantive 
values of inclusiveness as well as an inclusive political methodology. 
It should be clear from my earlier arguments that exclusion is a form 
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of domination. Women’s exclusion from political power and participa- 
tion has been instrumental not only to their immediate political pow- 
erlessness—being denied a vote or the right to property drastically 
curtails their ability to affect policy outcomes—but to their epis- 
temological disempowerment as well. Women’s voices and their un- 
derstanding of reality have been considered by definition not politi- 
cal, a definition that ensures their silence and powerlessness. I have 
argued that in order to end such domination of women by men—or, 
more precisely, of women and men by patriarchy—women and 
others whose voices are excluded must be brought in. But I have also 
indicated that such inclusion cannot be merely a liberal tolerance that 
lets women and others have their say and then continues to shape the 
world in the same old way. The standpoints epistemological approach 
requires that excluded voices be brought in in the more active sense 
indicated by mutual recognition; this would not just allow voices to 
express themselves but would help them realize their expression, and 
would attempt to see and understand the world from these other per- 
spectives. Inclusion and recognition, therefore, are intimately inter- 
twined and conceptually interdependent, lying at the heart of a femi- 
nist theory of obligation. 

Immediately, however, the idea of a first principle invokes my own 
earlier arguments about the problems of hegemony faced by liberal- 
ism as well as by a feminist theory (such as standpoint epistemology) 
that attempts to order and predefine the world according to either 
abstract principles or the supposed experiences of some abstract cate- 
gory of people (such as “women”). Furthermore, it may subscribe to 
the very same kind of abstraction for which I have criticized liberal 
theory. Is not the priority of recognition itself an abstract principle? Is 
it not a value judgment that is imposed on a given group of people 
who are engaged in the process of making a moral decision? I will 
keep coming back to the importance of recognition for human devel- 
opment and social relations, but I am trying to forge an understand- 
ing of it as a new kind of primacy, qualitatively different from the 
privileged place of freedom in liberalism. I say this because by the 
nature of the concept itself, recognition does not have a unitary 
meaning; rather, the inclusiveness it requires means that recognition 
is and will be negotiated in an ongoing way by the very process of 
conversation that it establishes. Parallel to my earlier reading of 
Rousseau’s general will, the concept of recognition offered here pro- 
vides the genesis for a participatory politics of mutual trust, and yet it 
is a subject of continual renegotiation by that politics and its partici- 

ants. 
j One way to begin describing this model is to examine how it differs 
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from the liberal dialogue. What I am proposing would better be called 
conversation." Part of the critical argument I have made is that the 
liberal dialogue of political theory is an interaction of two totally sepa- 
rate individuals each of whom has a particular point of view and tries 
to “win” by convincing the other person. It again replicates the strug- 
gle for recognition, the struggle to have one’s views recognized with- 
out recognizing the other. Dialogue presupposes and operates from 
individuals who are predefined, as is the dialogic method. In granting 
the identical weight to all points of view, dialogue becomes a pro- 
cedural battle with the outcome dependent on who is the most per- 
suasive, who puts forth the better argument. Yet the standards for 
defining the better argument are not only predetermined but biased. 
To the degree that liberal political theory is methodologically masculi- 
nist, so is this masculinism embodied in the liberal dialogue. It is an 
adversarial form, working from the modernist disjunction between 
knowing and feeling. Objectivity is equated with dispassion, a proc- 
ess that excludes all private concerns and feelings, both one’s own 
and those of one’s adversary. 

By contrast, conversation operates from the principle that people 
can really listen to what others say, can attempt to incorporate those 
views into their own and indeed become somewhat transformed by 
that incorporation. If epistemology is ontologically influenced and 
generated, and if experience is not uniform for all people, then inter- 
subjectivity must take priority over objectivity as talking and listening 
play central roles in achieving knowledge. Conversation also entails 
recognizing the ways in which this very process of knowledge seek- 
ing is itself transformative of being. The imagery of the web is once 
again useful: I have a place in the web, I am a self, and yet I am also 
related to myself and to what I know through my relationships with 
others. Hence the processes of interaction with those others will likely 
bring about continuous changes in my socially influenced self. These 


‘The idea of conversation is of course adopted by (among others) Michael Oakeshott 
in Rationalism in Politics, Although there are certain superficial similarities, the differ- 
ences between feminist conversation and Oakeshott’s conception will become appar- 
ent, only the first of which is his juxtaposition of philosophy and politics with conver- 
sation. Jürgen Habermas's “communicative ethics” is also obviously relevant, and 
many feminist theorists writing on democracy highlight his arguments. See Habermas 
(1979); for feminist theories of democracy drawing on Habermas, see Fraser (1991), 
Love (1989), Young (1987, 1990). See also Rorty (1979, 1990) for interesting remarks on 
conversation. 

In her discussion of black feminist thought, Patricia Hill Collins makes a similar dis- 
tinction but uses the term “dialogue” in the way that I use “conversation,” and “de- 
bate” for what I term “dialogue.” Collins (1990), p. 212. Regardless of the terminology, 
I believe we are making similar points. 
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changes can in turn generate new kinds of knowledge and knowledge 
frameworks for problem resolution and policy decisions. 

This conversational mode of knowledge seeking draws in part from 
the idea of “connected knowing” in Belenky et al. (1986). As we saw 
in Chapter 3, they argue that separate knowing entails a dichotomy 
between the knower and the known. It shares with the positivist epis- 
temologies of liberalism the concept of objectivity as completely value 
free, impartial, unbiased, and true. Along with liberalism, it embraces 
a quality of rule-governedness and an emphasis on the idea of mas- 
tery over the known. The relation between knower and known 
becomes a dualistic hierarchy parallel to subject-object, self-other, 
master-slave. Thus, separate knowers conceive of themselves as dis- 
sociated from the objects of knowledge and, in the process, from 
other knowers, who are treated instrumentally as means to knowl- 
edge and evaluation. In contrast, connected knowers treat other 
knowers as integrative parts of their own knowledge process. Objects 
of knowledge must be reformulated as subjects. Connected knowing 
and knowledge seeking involve relationships and intersubjectivity. 
As I discussed in Chapter 3, the notion that experience generates 
knowledge coheres with the relation between being and knowing, on- 
tology and epistemology. Connected knowing involves sharing in 
others’ experiences to fathom their knowledge. 

Thus the epistemological implications of object relations theory are 
realized in connected knowing, as such knowers “learn through em- 
pathy,” and as knowledge stems in part from “a joining of minds.”* 
Knowledge is a collective enterprise, and so individual knowers must 
necessarily seek one another. Knowers are not instrumental to the 
selfs search for knowledge; rather, knowledge, as an enterprise cen- 
tral to human social life, becomes a conduit for relationship. As a 
result, trust is central to connected knowing. In order for relations 
between knowers, and hence between knowers and known, to be 
genuinely intimate, trust must exist. This trust requires a shift of em- 
phasis from judgment—which is central to separate knowing, to the 
attempt to sift out truth from falsehood by objective standards—to 
understanding, in which knowers seek to attain a complete picture of 
another's context and situation, to comprehend that person's subjec- 
tive reality and hence to reach an intersubjective agreement as to 
what is known.’ This process is extremely social, requiring the com- 
plex relationships of group interaction; and through this process of 


"Belenky et al. (1986), p. 115. 
bid., p. 116. 
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“mutual stretching and sharing the group achieves a vision richer 
than any individual could achieve alone.”* 

Belenky et al. may exaggerate the fluidity of knowledge in their 
study, and they appear to underrepresent the degree to which dis- 
agreements about knowledge are disempowering, with the result that 
their emphasis on consensus building is counterproductive. But their 
account of connected knowing offers insights into the varied, non- 
unified ways in which knowledge can be developed. Although there 
may be certain facts in the world, facticity and certainty have often 
been granted an unearned, undeserved status, and have been mis- 
used. It is not the case that everything is relative; yet perspective 
must be accounted for before something can be declared a fact. 

Furthermore, although I find that their argument tends too much 
toward overgeneralization, and perhaps even displays essentialist 
tendencies,’ the idea of connected knowing can make obvious contri- 
butions to a feminist concept of conversation. Indeed, Belenky et al. 
identify something they call “real talk” as an important dimension of 
connected knowing. Trust, empathy, connection, contextuality, and 
relationship are all central to a feminist model of obligation. And of 
course the whole point in giving priority to recognition is that it is 
necessary to make conversation work; it is a principle that refuses to 
allow oppressive dialogue. Conversation becomes the means to ex- 
press and explore human sociality, to understand our connections, 
We recall that in Rousseau’s Assembly, for instance, citizens could 
not interact in such a manner. The procedure Rousseau prescribed 
involved citizens’ expressing their views concisely in the Assembly, 
with no interpersonal association and no opportunities for the devel- 
opment of ideas through interactive or mutual discussion. Relying on 
virtuous home life to help male citizens realize the truth of the gen- 
eral will individually, Rousseau feared that interaction and talking 
would sway citizens away from the general will to the antisocial inter- 


Ibid., p. 119. 

"One saat remember that Belenky et al. are exploring these different ways of know- 
ing particularly toward the end of understanding women’s relation to education and 
the classroom, and thus developing a feminist pedagogy. Academics have long noted 
women’s reticence in the classroom, and it is therefore important to examine the gen- 
der dimensions of this different voice. But doing so does not require us to embrace an 
essentialist conclusion that all females—and only females—are connected knowers. 
Given that women’s silence creates a particular problem for political science—including 
their reluctance to participate in classroom discussion and to choose the field as a ma- 
jor—it is especially important that political theorists not bristle too readily at gender- 
related claims for these two kinds of knowledge; theorists must acknowledge the de- 
gree to which women—feminists included—have been forced to adopt a separate 
knowing approach in order to learn and succeed in the profession. See Department of 
Government, Harvard (1989), particularly remarks on classroom dynamics, pp. 18-24, 
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ests of more particular wills.” Conversation, in contrast, presupposes 
no such absolute truth that can be conceived separately from social 
interaction. Working from the potential for empathy, it presumes that 
communication through social relationships, in revealing to partici- 
pants as much information as possible, is a more effective way to 
achieve any sort of general will, which would embody a dynamic of 
community action that allows individuals to see both their individu- 
ality and their commonality through their connections to others. This 
ideal of connection embodied in conversation can make better sense 
of the Rousseauian notion of a collective good that transcends narrow 
individualist interests even as it operates from individual assessments 
of the best course of action for the self and society. 

Conversation is thus much more interactive than dialogue. My par- 
ticipation in the conversation is mutual; I seek to help others articu- 
late their views in a positive sense, as they help me. If I perceive my 
own views as different from others’, I do not automatically define 
them as opposed. Rather, I come to define myself partly in terms of 
others and my relationship with them, and the working out of those 
differences—defining what they are, seeking common ground, and 
attempting to forge a solution—becomes a means for me to gain 
greater clarity about what is in fact in my interest. This is not to say 
that because individuals are social beings, they must be mistaken 
about their preferences if those differ from what some monolithic, 
abstract entity called society decrees it needs. Rather, sociality and 
society are created and defined through the communication and mu- 
tual understanding of members’ preferences and needs, for these are 
in turn shaped and influenced by their location in the social context 
and by individuals’ recognition of this location through the communi- 
cative process. In this sense, borrowing again from Belenky et al., 
what I call conversation turns talking into a form of therapy for the 
community: just as “therapists learn to use their reactions to a client 
to help them understand the client,”" citizens would be able to en- 
gage in self-reflection about their desires, preferences, feelings, and 
empathetic responses in order to learn more about what both their 
society and they as individuals need and want by observing and ex- 
periencing the mutual interaction between individual and society that 
conversation inspires. 


“For a different reading of Rousseau’s views on talk among citizens, see Mostov 
(forthcoming) and Cohen (1986). My own earlier reading of Rousseau similarly allowed 
for an interpretation of the general will as pragmatic and flexible, reflecting changing 
conditions articulated through democratic discussion; but I maintain that this reading 
reveals what democratic theorists can pull out of Rousseau rather than what Rousseau 

ut in. 
F "Belenky et al. (1986), p- 123. 
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Conversation is also more inclusive than dialogue. On the most ob- 
vious level, of course, women could not be segregated in the private 
sphere as moral guardians of male power. The inclusiveness of con- 
versation requires that women and other excluded groups be in- 
volved in democratic assemblies. But more than this, conversation 
embraces an inclusive methodology. With its attention to winning ar- 
guments, to listening to others solely for the purpose of discovering 
the chinks in an opponent's armor, dialogue is exclusive, establishing 
a circular method for the dominant discourse and value system to 
maintain its hegemony. By refusing to enter the framework employed 
by an alternate perspective, the dominant perspective can always de- 
mand that dialogue be conducted in its own language, utilizing its 
own conceptual vocabulary, its own categories of meaning. Here we 
see the problem of developing a feminist epistemology within the 
confines of a hostile dominant epistemology; for by conceiving of in- 
tellectual exchange as dialogue rather than conversation, the domi- 
nant liberal discourse can assert its own epistemological primacy and 
demand that all challenges to it be launched on its own terms. This is 
an inherently exclusive and dominating intellectual stance. In con- 
trast, by incorporating active listening into conversation, a feminist 
model invites and is concerned to include all views. By virtue of its 
concern for and sensitivity to the disempowered, the silenced, the 
marginalized, a feminist conversation must give priority to such inclu- 
sion. Thus Gilligan maintains that the care conception conceives of 
morality “as a problem of inclusion rather than one of balancing 
claims." 

Yet the notions of inclusion and the absence of timelessly true an- 
swers that adhere to independent moral principles such as natural 
rights suggest the problem of relativism. If recognition and inclusion 
are central, then what safeguards are provided against views such as 
Nazism or white supremacism? Is not a feminist conversation obli- 
gated to accord such views full recognition and equal consideration? 
Although it makes me uneasy, this feminist approach must allow for 
the expression of views that are largely accepted as abhorrent if it is to 
avoid the hegemony of modernism. And it must even allow for the 
possibility that the process of conversation in certain contexts may 
even produce such conclusions. Given the other elements of conversa- 
tion I outline later in this chapter, I find it extremely difficult to imag- 
ine a context of mutual recognition that would actually foster some- 
thing like Nazism, but this possibility must be allowed. To take a 


“Gilligan (1982), p. 160. 
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more ambiguous and perhaps complex example, it is not uncommon 
for feminists and others, both male and female, to defend practices 
such as purdah, which as a feminist | find offensive; but the approach 
outlined here requires me to attend to these defenses and consider 
the possibility that my views on purdah are hegemonic, oppressive, 
exclusive. A true commitment to this method prohibits me from pre- 
judging the conclusions reached, for example, by other cultures and 
limits me to questioning the methods used to reach those conclusions: 
Was the process inclusive, or was it an exclusive one, like patriarchal 
tradition, in which men imposed the practice on women? Have 
women accepted and engaged in this practice self-consciously, self- 
critically, recognizing themselves and their own well-being as well as 
men’s? Or is it premised on the power of one group—men—to deny 
recognition to another group—women—and then create and repre- 
sent that group's desires and subjectivity? 

The centrality of recognition provides criteria that do not predeter- 
mine any outcomes but guide conversational attempts to determine 
outcome. There is admittedly an element of Lockean circularity here: 
just as Locke argued that we must tolerate all beliefs except intol- 
erance, so must a feminist politics recognize all beliefs except the non- 
recognizing. But there is a significant difference between Locke’s doc- 
trine and what I have offered as its parallel. Rather than simply 
exclude the Nazi from the conversation because she or he is “wrong,” 
or even nonrecognizing, we find that including him or her in conver- 
sation is the only way to end (or at least disarm) exclusive ideologies 
such as Nazism. In this way we act like Gilligan’s subject Amy, who 
insists that if Heinz, his wife, and the pharmacist talk their problem 
out long enough, they can reach a decision that meets everyone's 
needs. But here there is the added notion that the conversation helps 
its members redefine their needs, both individually and as a group. 
Now, critics may well scoff at the idea that conducting conversation 
through mutual recognition will convince those advocating excluding 
ideologies to reject their beliefs because they are wrong. But if wrong 
is used in the sense of exclusive rather than in the sense that there is 
only one true story, a different meaning emerges, for it creates pa- 
rameters for the conversation that, on the one hand, restrict what can 
count as a legitimate view while, on the other, allowing for an ongo- 
ing negotiation of those restrictions. The logic of recognition makes it 
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to sustain exclusive and non- 
recognizing views. 

This may indicate on my part a certain theoretical ambivalence 
about the role and justification for first principles to order all discus- 
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sions and moral decisions. Yet I emphatically consider such ambiva- 
lence a source of strength, not weakness. Willingness to be ambiva- 
lent is part of the model I have outlined. If I am truly committed to 
mutual recognition, then ambivalence is the beginning of allowing 
myself to see others’ viewpoints; in a sense, there is no place for abso- 
lute moral certainty in this model. There can only be agreement about 
what is the best decision in the limited context at hand. Indeed, if I 
am to be truly commmitted to a feminist morality that operates con- 
textually, then the enterprise of deciding beforehand how one would 
achieve a moral decision is impossible, or at least not possible in the 
customary ways of political theory. I have argued that that is one of 
the primary reasons why the focus of my argument is on epistemol- 
ogy and method rather than on developing a new hegemonic feminist 
theory of obligation. The point is to highlight the fact that the evalua- 
tive criteria of liberal models cannot be used to judge and assess the 
methods of a feminist model. 

It is also why I have argued that any development of a feminist 
theory of obligation must attend to the context for obligations and the 
working through of their content. My point in giving priority to rec- 
ognition is that it is necessary to make conversation work; it is a prin- 
ciple that disallows oppressive dialogue. Obviously this method of 
problem solving will not eliminate the “gray area” in morality. But 
this sort of theorizing prefers to err on the side on inclusiveness— 
even at the cost of what liberalism would consider moral inconclu- 
siveness—than on the side of allowing the privileged to determine 
“truth” and then impose it on all others. It prefers to do so because 
it questions whether “truth” exists in the ways we have heretofore 
conceived it. Through such an approach the web begins to be con- 
structed. Already, threads have been cast out from the central con- 
cept of recognition to other concepts—mutuality, inclusion, conversa- 
tion, community—all of which are indeed part of the concept of 
recognition and not merely separate concepts that must also be con- 
sidered. Yet they have somewhat separate meanings as well, which 
require further articulation, a task to which I now turn. In the attempt 
to organize these various threads in the most cogent fashion, | have 
constructed the discussions that follow around two elements that I 
believe occupy the most important place in the web next to rec- 
ognition. These are vital to recognition and conversation and to the 
feminist context for obligation. They are trust and participatory de- 
mocracy. In my discussion of these elements other terms, such as 
mutuality, reciprocity, inclusion, and conversation, will be developed 
in their specific meanings within this feminist theoretical context. 
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Trust 


Trust is the first such element to be pursued—or the next ring of 
threads to be woven—because it in turn is a major context for partici- 
patory democracy. A theory that begins from premises of connection 
and relationship must operate from a further premise that trust exists 
between connected beings and within relationships. Rather than a se- 
ries of fleeting contacts at discrete points, interaction in this model is 
by necessity more comprehensive. And without the externalized su- 
perego of the market to regulate interactions among discrete individ- 
uals, trust must be the operative belief of truly interactive, interde- 
pendent beings. 

Trust is an element sorely missing from liberal theory’s market 
model. From Hobbes to Rawls, individuals act in ways that presume a 
lack of trust. Descartes reverts to pure thought and the isolated self, 
dependent on no other person, because the only thing that can be 
known for certain, that can be trusted, is the self. In Hobbes’s state of 
nature, the Prisoner's Dilemma is the model for action; the only way 
to be safe is to strike first. Hence the state of war is inevitable because 
every person thinks everyone else is out to get him. In Rawls’s the- 
ory, individuals must go behind a veil of ignorance in an original 
position where they know very little of substance about themselves. 
The realities of life must be removed to ensure impartiality. If one 
knew one’s position, the assumption is that one could not be trusted 
to desire true justice over narrow self-interest. And indeed, in the 
original position justice arises only because people act defensively 
against the possibility that they will be the worst off when the veil is 
lifted. Even in Rousseau’s Assembly, citizens are not to have access to 
one another for private discussion for fear that men will be swayed 
against the general will in favor of narrow interests. And of course 
there is no trust between men and women in Rousseau’s theory; 
women will destroy men if given the chance, so they must be har- 
nessed and repressed to ensure men’s freedom. 

Dunn has argued that trust is an important element in Locke's the- 
ory; he argues that, for Locke, trust is “the bond (vinculum) of soci- 
ety.”" Certainly my argument in Chapter 1 suggested that there may 
be a very particular kind of trust in Locke’s civil society based on 
property ownership; those with political power belong to the class of 
privileged male property owners who share an interest in preserving, 
that property. This self-interested and limited trust obviously fails to 


“Dunn (1984), esp. p. 52. See also Dunn (1985), 
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extend to the general population of tacit consenters. But there is a 
broader meaning ostensibly intended by Locke, as Dunn points out, 
in which trust is founded on faith in God, the patriarchal overseer of 
the natural laws of promising and contract; under God’s watchful 
eye, trust is “a duty under the law of nature.” Without God, we are in 
mortal danger of anarchy and the destruction of community: “Bereft 
of a concerned Creator and left on their own, men could have no 
good reason to trust one another and hence no capacity to live in 
society together.”"* Without God, men would be thrown back on indi- 
vidual interests as the sole basis for society, a basis, Dunn says, about 
which Locke was not optimistic. It is this reliance on God, however, 
that—while perhaps saving Locke from the sins of possessive individ- 
ualism—makes the concept of trust an odd one. In the first place, a 
concept of trust based on obedience to a patriarchal deity is inap- 
propriate to a modern rationalist epistemology, and hence Locke's 
concept of trust is not truly available for modern theory, 

From a feminist perspective it is positively harmful, for it works 
hand in hand with women’s exclusion from the public sphere as well 
as their devaluation in the private. As I argued earlier, Locke’s re- 
liance on God is a major theoretical difficulty, because it represents a 
turn to the patriarchal father to ensure safe passage away from nature 
rather than requiring resolution of the conflicting wishes for auton- 
omy and symbiosis. Pitkin further points out in her study of Machia- 
velli, although the point holds for Locke as well, that this absolute 
trust in the “father” corresponds to a total mistrust of the mother/ 
woman as a product of the male child’s differentiation, turn to the 
father, and positional identification.” Thus the source of trust for 
Locke can be seen as the source of women’s oppression; this “trust” is 
a further way to distance the mother and claim (reactive) independ- 
ence. It is not the trust of mutually recognizing individuals. 

Yet, as Annette Baier points out, trust is oddly at the center of lib- 
eral obligation. Promises “not merely create obligations apparently at 
the will of the obligated, but they create trust at the will of the 
truster.”"* In most cases, the fact that A has promised to do X gives 
me more reason to trust that she will in fact do X than if she had not 
promised. Yet, as with consent and promising as the model for obli- 
gation, it is precisely this overemphasis on the self-creative dimen- 


“Dunn (1984), p. 53. 

‘Pitkin (1984). Certainly Machiavelli is not a liberal contract philosopher nor even 
very similar to Locke. Yet the general point Pitkin makes about,the psychosexual ori- 
gins of such trust and mistrust is applicable to a variety of authors. The problem is not 
limited to Machiavelli by any means, though he provides an apt case in point. 

“Baier (1986), p. 245. 
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sions of trust, and the repression of the nonvoluntary aspects, that 
makes the liberal notion of trust problematic. For the promise pro- 
vides more reason only if I have other reasons to believe A's promise, 
such as a history of trustworthy relations with her or a social context 
that will produce censure (Hume's “love of reputation”) if she breaks 
her promise. Otherwise—and often this is the case—trust is simply a 
function of powerlessness. Most of us would not trust a terrorist, for 
instance, simply because she had promised to release us if we do X. 
In this case trust, if given at all, would derive either from pow- 
erlessnesss (we have no choice about doing X anyway) or from some 
other evaluation we have made of the terrorist (for example, she has 
kept every other promise she has made to us so far, or she has re- 
vealed information about herself that makes us feel compassion and 
sympathy for her, or we have undergone the psychological twists of 
identifying with our captor). Parallel to my earlier arguments, Baier 
points out that promising is often an elite right: it creates the ability to 
trust for those in power, but for the less powerful it merely creates 
dependency, as Rousseau argued in The Origin of Inequality about the 
liberal social contract. Yet, as daily experience reminds us, not every- 
one is equally free to bargain or equally powerful to see a promise 
enforced. For instance, although a labor contract defines the terms 
of the relationship between illegal alien workers and Texas fruit 
growers, some growers can fail to pay pickers for their time secure in 
the knowledge that the workers will not seek redress through the 
law. Thus, while acknowledging conscious and chosen trust relation- 
ships as a part of human life, Baier points out that we also live in 
relationships of “unconscious trust . . . [and] conscious but unchosen 
trust.” 

How would the infusion of trust alter these theories? And what is 
its significance? Furthermore, what does trust mean in feminist 
terms? A feminist conception of trust, operating from the assumption 
of connection and relationship, is based on mutuality and reciprocity, 
the key to which is mutual recognition. Only through recognition of 
women’s/the mother’s subjectivity can the self-other dichotomy be 
transformed into relations among selves and others, or even multiple 
selves, multiple subjects. Trust can come only from a secure sense of 
oneself as an agent fully capable of truly independent action, as op- 
posed to reaction. It can flourish only in a self not dependent on the 
negation of and dominance over the other. Agency and (relational) 
autonomy cannot evolve from actions taken to deny and repress the 
mother, for such behavior locks people into ways of thinking and 
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acting that not only contradict their humanity but are highly restric- 
tive of liberty. Rather than promoting self-creation, they promote self- 
destruction. Gender psychology offers the insight that in order for 
people of either sex to develop a genuine sense of themselves as indi- 
viduals and agents, they must accept self-in-relationship. In the femi- 
nine model, the sense of self must emerge from an overly strong 
identification with the mother and the world; a sense of individuality 
- must be realized. In the masculine model, the sense of self must be 
able to merge gender conceptions with primary identification; the 
self-other dichotomy must be seen as self-others relationships. 

Similarly, in political theory dualisms that oppose self to other and 
subject to object must be reconstructed as relationships between be- 
ings and factors. Rather than a self-other opposition, we must see self 
(or selves) and others in relationship. Dichotomy must be reformu- 
lated as continuum. But we should not go to the extreme of total 
identification; we must not forget the individual in favor of some 
group or community, replicating the pathology of mother and daugh- 
ter, and presenting as abstract an entity as is found in liberal ideol- 
ogy. After all, the goal is to theorize feminine experience critically and 
not merely to “act out” women’s historically contingent values and 
experiences under patriarchy. That is one reason why there is such a 
difference between “the standpoint of women” and a feminist stand- 
point or even feminist theory. Just as we must understand and accept 
a notion of self-in-relationship, so must we realize a conception of 
individuality-in-community. Recognition would thus end the dualities 
that have been identified as a source of liberalism’s problems; but it 
would preserve us from the merging found in more extreme theo- 
ries (or extreme elements of otherwise useful theories, such as Rous- 
seau’s) that insist on a complete identification of individual and com- 
munity interests. 

Reciprocity in recognition does involve some elements found in the 
liberal contract, namely elements of exchange, of explicit agreement 
and shared understandings. These are important elements I do not 
wish to eliminate, though I do want to alter them as against their 
masculinist articulation. But reciprocity goes beyond the character of 
the liberal contract, and requires elements of equivalence and sub- 
stantive equality. What is exchanged, what is agreed on, must be 
based on a true equivalence between agents, a full self-knowledge 
and understanding of one’s needs and wants. There can be no un- 
equal bargaining positions, and agents must recognize and respect 
the agency and subjectivity of other agents. “Reciprocity thus presup- 
poses equality - . . [but also] goes beyond equality in that it involves 


Feminist Obligation and Feminist Theory 263 


the recognition by each agent of the differences of the other.” Reci- 
procity precludes the self-focused pursuit of interest that disregards 
the needs and existence of others. [t does not rely on the market as an 
impersonal arbiter of conflicting wants. Instead it requires each indi- 
vidual to be responsible for mediating his or her own wants within 
the context of a community in which others have desires equally wor- 
thy of being fulfilled. Reciprocity in this sense thus transforms rela- 
tions of competition into relations of cooperation. 

But reciprocity is an insufficient condition to ensure trust and rec- 
ognition in relationship. Mutuality must also be a primary characteris- 
tic of social interaction. Mutuality is, according to Carol Gould, “the 
most highly developed form of such reciprocal relations.”” It goes 
beyond equivalence to the full and complete recognition of other 
agents. In mutuality, “each agent consciously endeavors to act in 
such a way as to enhance the agency of the other.”” Although reci- 
procity recognizes others’ agency, it leaves the responsibility for the 
agents’ actions with the agent. This is appropriate to much of human 
life, but it is inadequate to account for all of human experience. Mutu- 
ality, then, involves a fuller notion of recognition in finally transcend- 
ing the individualism of liberal theories of obligation and describing 
relationships of people who are “for” each other; who assist one an- 
other to be, to realize themselves and their potential; who work coop- 
eratively with one another, on one another, and for one another. Rec- 
iprocity requires individuals to be responsible for modifying their 
own wants within the context of a community of differing individ- 
uals; mutuality further requires each individual to be responsible in 
the additional sense of being responsive to those others and their 
needs. People must engage in connected knowing in their interper- 
sonal relationships; they must come to know one another in con- 
nected ways. 

This concept of mutuality may be extremely difficult to grasp for a 
variety of reasons, The dominance of liberal individualism may make 
many uneasy about and hence unresponsive to such a conception. 
Indeed, my own training as a political theorist in the fundamental 
assumptions of liberal individualism may inhibit my ability to articu- 
late them in a clear and honest fashion. The process of its presenta- 
tion thus can become muddled at both the theorist’s and the reader's 
end by an ideology and a framework hostile to the idea being pre- 
sented. 


"Gould (1984a), p. 6. 
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This possibility for “bad faith” in attempting to articulate a feminist 
theory within existing linguistic and theoretical frameworks is the 
fundamental notion underlying the work of several French feminist 
theorists who have tried to develop theory in a different vein by the 
use of nontraditional approaches. These writers of “l'écriture femi- 
nine” (they eschew the idea of theory as in itself antithetical to the 
emergence of any meaningful expression of women’s experience) 
combine psychoanalysis (primarily Lacanian), literary theory (partic- 
ularly a Derridean deconstructionist approach), poetry, and fiction to 
develop new ways of telling women’s story. They have also taken 
more radical approaches that include writing “from the body,” in con- 
sidering the body as the one truly feminine entity that has not been 
altered and created by patriarchy (or at least as the entity least influ- 
enced).” Although I have substantial disagreements with this body of 
theory, particularly the last-mentioned strategy, these theorists have 
made valuable contributions to feminist writing which may prove 
useful here. 

In particular, Luce [rigaray’s “And the One Doesn't Stir without the 
Other” (1981) bears discussion. Irigaray writes about the relationship 
between mother and daughter, arguing that it is the model for the 
development of an “ethic of nurturance,” which must be the basis for 
a feminist construal of social relations and ethics.” Irigaray’s concep- 
tion of recognition begins from this most complex of relationships in 
which recognition is extremely complicated and interactive. This is 
not a relationship of innate competition and hostility wherein each 
individual tries to establish ascendency, to establish her subjectivity at 
the loss of others’ and by their objectification. Irigaray describes the 
relationship between mother and daughter as defined by mutual self- 
sacrifice, a giving up of the self for the sake of the other. The pathol- 
ogy of this relationship is also mutually destructive and is not to be 
perpetuated; but it provides a perspective from which the mother and 
daughter can emerge as truly connected individuals and avoid the 


“Jones (1981), p. 252. See also Marks and de Courtivron (1980), Marks (1978). 

“This phrase is from Kuykendall (1984). My own reading of Irigaray, inspired as it is 
by an object relations perspective, is largely in agreement with Kuykendall’s essay. 
And I should note that there are other theorists— particularly feminist postmoderns— 
who would disagree, and have done so, with such an interpretation, holding that the 
only correct way to read these texts is through a strict Lacanian framework. See Mac- 
Dermott (1987). Given the sexism of Lacanian theory, however (see Flax [1990], esp. 
pp. 89-107), and particularly given the profound resonance between object relations’ 
narrative and the story Irigaray relates, I must challenge this position. Indeed, the pro- 
Lacanian position contradicts the postmoderns’ own notion that texts have meanings 
beyond authorial intent, and indeed have multiple (even infinitely so) meanings. I dis- 
an the relationship between feminism and postmodernism in the afterword to this 
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frozen death of patriarchal isolation, the relation with a father “who 
leaves me empty of him, mouth gaping on his truth.”” From their 
perspective, the mother and daughter can strive for mutual recogni- 
tion, for staying alive while giving each other life: “What I wanted 
from you, Mother, was this: that in giving me life, you still remain 
alive.”* For Irigaray, as Eleanor Kuykendall notes, the relationship 
between the nurturer and nurtured must be “not merely symmetrical, 
but at least potentially mutual and reciprocal.”* That is, these rela- 
tionships must involve a recognition of subjectivity, and the relators 
must have as a primary interest the development and maintenance of 
the other’s selfhood and subjectivity. 

Irigaray particularly focuses on the mother-daughter relationship 
because of the need (in her view) for women to stand together as 
sisters, an event that will not occur if the central woman-to-woman 
relationship is not healed and transformed from the perversion that 
patriarchy has created. But the principles she articulates can and 
should apply to all other relationships as well. The concept of mutu- 
ality found in the mother’s remaining alive while giving the daughter 
life explicitly rejects the self-other dichotomy presented by traditional 
psychoanalysis and demanded by patriarchy and focuses on a notion 
of one’s empowerment to develop and become a self without destroy- 
ing the subjectivity of the other. Such development of the self, in fact, 
can help create and further develop the subjectivity of the other; thus, 
such a feminist ethic recognizes and develops a sustenance in mutual 
growth rather than the destruction found in the competitive struggle 
for dominance. In order to bring this empowerment about, we must 
“mourn an all-powerful maternal presence.” We must put an end to 
the yearning of the unconscious for the mother of our infancy, who 
appeared as all-powerful grantor and frustrator of our desires. As a 
culture and a society, we must move beyond what Dorothy Dinner- 
stein calls our “murderous infantilism,” the belief we harbor in our 
unconscious that our mothers could have given us all that we wanted 
but chose not to, and recognize the limitations in our mothers that 
make them human subjects.” 

It is significant that Irigaray chooses the mother-daughter relation- 
ship for discussion, not only because it is the central woman-to- 
woman relationship but also because of the dynamics of the mother- 
child relationship and the activities of mothering, or what Sara 


“Irigaray (1981), p. 62. 
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Ruddick has called “maternal practice.”” Trust is a central value in 
maternal practice in many ways. In the first place, mothers have his- 
torically had to trust their mates in their dependence for subsistence 
through the sexual division of labor. But trust is even more intrinsic 
in other ways. A core goal of mothering involves promoting the 
child's ability to trust, to form lasting relationships, to love. Love can- 
not survive without trust. Furthermore, the mother-child relationship 
itself is one of trust. It is not even remotely described by the liberal 
market model of relations, in which connection is fleeting and exists 
only for the purpose of mutual gain. Nor does it fit the market's con- 
ception of trust, for a mother does not carry out the activities of moth- 
ering because she has promised or contracted to do so or because the 
child relies on her in any conscious way; the infant has yet to learn 
the concepts of promising, obligation, and responsibility. The trust 
that characterizes this relationship is much deeper, and involves a 
way of viewing life, relationships, and reality that takes relationship 
as given, that begins from premises of connection, 

Baier has developed a similar concept in her notion of “infantile 
trust,” a phrase she uses not only to indicate the necessary innateness 
of some degree of trust in surviving infants but also to suggest the 
ways in which the general trust of human social life differs from the 
very special, particularized trust of promising. Trust is not necessarily 
something that one is suddenly able to give when one reaches the age 
of reason. Rather, although some facility and tendency for trust may 
be inborn, it is something that grows out of social relationships. As a 
child achieves adulthood, nonvoluntary or unself-conscious trust may 
grow into more self-conscious forms, but that does not negate trust’s 
genesis: “No such contractual or quasi-contractual agreement can con- 
vert the young child’s trust and the parent's trustworthiness retro- 
spectively into part of a contractual mutual exchange.”” In this sense 
perhaps Baier would argue that liberal contract theory represents a 
certain arrest in human development. Indeed, linking the primacy of 
promising as the universal model for trust to a specifically masculine 
perspective, Baier argues that “the psychology of adolescents, not in- 
fants, then gets glorified as the moral ideal. Such a reaction against a 


“Ruddick (1984a); see also Ruddick (1989), 

*Baier (1986), p- 243. Although she does not develop the source of this masculinist 
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she argues that staunch liberal theorists such as Hobbes, Locke, and Bentham had little 
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contradictions that women's daily experience poses to the ideas of liberalism. She pos- 
tulates this contrast as an important source of the basic differences between the two 
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religious vision of the ethics of trust is as healthy, understandable, 
and, it is hoped, as passing a phenomenon as is adolescent self-asser- 
tive individualism in the life of a normal person.”” Like Irigaray, Baier 
can be read as suggesting not that we create a society where everyone 
trusts like infants in their parents, but rather that such relationships, 
such human experiences, can provide us with clues about ourselves 
that can lead to understandings of social relationships which a liberal 
voluntarist ideology subverts and represses. To the degree that such 
relationships are destructive, deceitful, and damaging, the ability and 
motive to trust will be hindered;” to the degree that they are nurtur- 
ing and supportive, the ability and motive to engage successfully in 
trust relations, both voluntary (such as promising) and nonvoluntary 
(such as falling in love), will be developed. 

Baier goes beyond Irigaray in offering more concrete guidelines for 
trust which may allow easier communication with liberal theory, for 
the questions that plague the liberal—What justification can there be 
for trust? How do I know when I can trust someone?—are not ad- 
dressed by Irigaray. Baier begins her answer with a “test for the moral 
decency of a trust relationship,” namely that the motive for the other 
person's trust can be revealed to one without hurting the trust rela- 
tionship. Baier here attends not only to trust as a context but to the 
context of trust as well. She asks, “What is a trust-tied community 
without justice but a group of mutual blackmailers and exploiters?” 
Trust requires an open community, one where it is possible to excer- 
cise Baier’s moral test; and that requires a context of conversation 
such as I have described. Participants’ ongoing discussion of mutual 
recognition requires certain assumptions of trust; but it also provides 
the means for an assessment of whether that trust continues to exist, 
and whether it continues to be sincere. For instance, Baier suggests, if 
I discover that you trust me to behave in a certain way because you 
love me, that will strengthen the trust relationship; if, however, | dis- 
cover that you are relying on my fear of you, that will weaken the 
trust relationship. 

If such a concept of trust is to be applied and utilized on a larger 
social scale—for Baier admits the weaknesses of the two-person 
model she adopts, suggesting that trust relationships really involve a 
“network,”* as we are once again drawn back to Gilligan’s image of 


*Ibid., p: 242; emphasis added. The turn from divine right to the social contract 
could be described in this way. 

“Although not explicitly adopting this thesis, Di Stefano’s (1991) account of Hobbes's 
early life provides a very interesting interpretation of why Hobbes believes trust is 
impossible between “natural men.” 
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the web—openness and honesty require a context such as the one | 
have described. In this, Baier—like Irigaray though perhaps less am- 
bivalently—highlights the centrality of love to trust: “The best reason 
for confidence in another’s good care of what one cares about is that it 
is a common good, and the best reason for thinking that one’s own 
good is also a common good is being loved.”™ Gilligan argues that 
love is an important dimension of moral reasoning in the care concep- 
tion, that it is not peripheral to morality but central to it. This broader 
notion of trust embodied in a feminist analysis works from that very 
same dynamic: love becomes part of morality in creating the context 
for the development and expression of trust. 

In this sense, the affective abilities developed and sustained 
through the relational models of Irigaray and Baier, as well as Rud- 
dick’s “maternal practice,” provide important models for feminist 
trust and obligation. As Ruddick argues, regardless of the success or 
even desire of any given practitioner (that is, the maternal caretaker), 
the practice of mothering involves the development of mutuality and 
trust as elements necessary to the realization of the goals of the prac- 
tice. Certainly I do not want to overstate the theoretical potential of 
mothering; in light of the problem of child abuse, it might be asked 
whether this “trust” is really a reciprocal or reciprocated relationship. 
To what extent do mothers have to trust their children, especially 
their infants? Many would argue that the child’s dependence on the 
mother and the mother’s power over it preclude the mother-child re- 
lationship from being a model for any political relationship between 
adults. 

But this view also oversimplifies; for women, too, are dependent 
within the same framework as their children. We must ask what this 
shared dependence signifies. Furthermore, women become depend- 
ent on their children; as Chodorow and Flax assert, mothers are de- 
pendent on their daughters for resolving their own preoedipal issues. 
This provides potential for an abusive relationship, but it also creates 
the possibility for deep, empathic interaction. Children are, in most 
senses of the word, helpless; yet any mother who has felt guilty when 
her child cries or who has felt inadequate as a mother can assert that 
this helplessness is not merely one way.” As Baier notes, “The par- 
ents’ enormous power to harm the child and disappoint the child’s 
trust is the power of ones also vulnerable to the child's at first insig- 
nificant but ever-increasing power, including power as one trusted by 
the parent,” thus creating a relationship of “mutual, if unequal vul- 
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nerability.”” Perhaps, as I am suggesting about obligation, and as 
Hartsock suggests about power, we need to expand this understand- 
ing of dependence beyond its traditional meaning in order to grasp a 
fuller conception of trust. What such maternal thinking suggests is 
the possibility of theorizing this aspect of women’s experience, along 
with other aspects, to the end of developing a concept of trust that 
would articulate more clearly our social relations. 

It must be remembered that the theory I am attempting to develop 
involves relationships between beings old enough and conscious 
enough to understand the responsibilities inherent in relationships, 
Similarly, it should be kept in mind that Irigaray writes about the 
relationship between a mother and an adult daughter through the lat- 
ter’s reflection on her own psychic childhood. The problem of that 
relationship is for the daughter to be able to accept from a mother 
who is, but has difficulty seeing herself as, a subject. For Irigaray, 
both mother and daughter are caught in the problem of overconnect- 
edness. But for either of them to resolve the problem, each must help 
the other; the connection needs to be loosened, but it cannot be sev- 
ered. To offer this relationship of two distinct but interwoven adult 
women as a model for trust perhaps better expresses the element of 
mutuality than does Baier’s concept of infantile trust, though both 
writers allow us to see that the origins of adult trust in infancy contra- 
dict contractual images of trust. Such a model can help establish the 
idea that trust in the feminist sense of full and mutual recognition is 
vital to any understanding of the concept of obligation from the per- 
spective of a given. With mutuality and reciprocity as cornerstones of 
telationship, with recognition being mutual, trust transcends the con- 
tractarian notion of the market as independent arbiter and works 
from a concept of subject relating to subject, working together for 
each other, developing their agency with and through each other. 

In such a situation, agency and (relational) autonomy can emerge 
more readily than in the reactive dynamics of liberal epistemology. 
An agent will be able to act on an honest assessment of her situation 
rather than merely reacting to aspects of that situation. This, of 
course, will strengthen the sense of individuality—not as a doctrine 
of individualism, an ideology that establishes external principles to 
keep people separate, but as a recognition of the uniqueness and dif- 
ference of all individuals and a simultaneous recognition of the ways 
in which culture, institutions, relations, and other beings influence 
that uniqueness. This sense of individuality is strong because it comes 
from within and includes concrete relations with others who are part 
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of yet separate from the self, rather than arising from abstract and 
artificial roles, principles, and rules. Liberal theory gives us some im- 
portant values and concepts, such as a recognition of the individual 
as a social and political entity, yet it also distorts those concepts. A 
feminist theory of obligation based on trust will not only clear our 
lenses of these distortions but will also redirect our vision to other 
values, social characteristics, and institutional constructions that lib- 
eral theory has ignored and denied, or been unable to see. 


Participatory Democracy 


Thus, trust is a necessary context for a feminist conversation de- 
voted to determining the limits, meaning, and content of obligations. 
If recognition is to work as an operative ideal, it must be reciprocal 
and mutual, and participants must be able to trust that others will 
recognize their subjectivity and listen to them as they express them- 
selves. 

Yet, although trust among connected knowers is a more reasonable 
and realistic possibility than it is among Hobbesian egoists, we also, 
as Baier suggested, may wish to rein in our reliance on trust with 
some caution. If humans are not Hobbesian atomists, there still may 
be a bit of Hobbes (or at least Locke) in us, perhaps rightly so, at least 
under certain conditions; and Rousseau’s idyllic image of citizens sit- 
ting under an oak tree is perhaps a bit too pastoral for a (post)modern 
world. So how can we be sure that trust will inform people’s interac- 
tions? How can we, so to speak, trust in trust? On the one hand, we 
cannot. It is part of the concept of trust that it is invoked precisely 
when such certainty of knowledge is absent. But on the other hand, 
just as feminist theory does not seek truth as much as it seeks less 
falseness, perhaps certainty is not the goal here so much as increasing 
probabilities. Perhaps the whole point of invoking trust in a feminist 
approach to obligation is to highlight the profound transformation re- 
quired not only in creating a new theory but also in reassessing what 
the goals and ends of political theory are and what they should be. 

Nevertheless, our modernist sensibilities nag: If trust is central to a 
feminist theory of obligation, how can it be implemented? This ques- 
tion brings us to the dimensions of feminist practice that have to do 
with the form of government a feminist theory of obligation would 
require. This is so not because a feminist politics requires that trust be 
reinforced by authoritative sources; indeed, that would contradict its 
basic tenets. Rather, the role and character of government—the realm 
of the more explicitly and traditionally political—is a key aspect of the 
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theoretical attempt to concretize the context for feminist obligation. 
Feminist politics is the core of such praxis. Although Benjamin Bar- 
ber’s assertion that “the ‘Other’ is a construct that becomes real to an 
individual only when he encounters it directly in the political arena”* 
may overstate the case (I have shown that “the other” becomes ex- 
tremely concrete in the daily operations of child rearing and person- 
ality development), there is nonetheless something to be said for the 
special place the political arena that we call government holds for the 
concept of recognition. And certainly, government harbors a valuable 
potential for the gender equalization of power relations. Furthermore, 
if conversation is to have social and political meaning, it must be 
linked to the policy-making and common decision-making processes 
of a society. Less formal and even unorganized opportunities for con- 
versation can encourage and amplify the voices of otherwise power- 
less people; but the relation of such individuals to the power struc- 
tures of policy making, and their participation in them, must also be 
considered if conversation’s potential to transform such structures is 
to have any plausibility. Finally, we must remember that political obli- 
gation, which is the major focus of liberal theory and of this book, is 
about the obligations of citizens to governments. Although I have ar- 
gued that there are important connections between political obligation 
and the nonconsensual obligations of the traditional private sphere, 
and I have challenged the liberal dichotomy between public and pri- 
vate as a partial cause of the pathology of social contract theory, it is 
at the same time necessary to understand the kind of government and 
politics a feminist theory of obligation requires, for it is a central di- 
mension of the context within which the content of obligations is to 
be determined. 

The feminist concept of obligation constructed thus far would most 
obviously point to a participatory form of government. Participatory 
democracy best provides for both the individuality and the commu- 
nity necessary for reciprocal and mutual political and social relations. 
The most fundamental and remarkable quality that distinguishes po- 
litical obligation in participatory democracy from that in liberal de- 
mocracy is, as Walzer puts it, its “horizontal” character.” In the liberal 
social contract, each individual citizen supposedly has a direct con- 
tract with the government. This contract entails an obligation of obe- 
dience to the government, which in turn has an obligation to repre- 
sent each citizen’s interests. Citizens’ relation to one another is at best 
indirect, passing through the filter of government. Even when citi- 
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zens contract with one another, the relationship is defined by laws 
created by the government. Thus, private contracting occurs and op- 
erates only in the context of government as creator, overseer, and 
referee. 

In participatory democracy citizens are related to their government 
through their relations to one another; indeed, these relations are 
what (at least to a large part) constitutes the government. Participa- 
tory democracy must therefore reject the traditional liberal view of 
politics as belonging to the realm of government only, separate from 
the private sphere of action among contracting individuals. Similarly, 
a feminist political society would involve itself in the merging of pub- 
lic and private realms, a notion as consistent with participatory de- 
mocracy as it is opposed to its liberal counterpart. Individuality and 
community have traditionally been seen as gender exclusive: men 
have been seen as concerned solely with the former, women with the 
latter. But the previous chapters suggest that this exclusivity has re- 
sulted in the perversion of these concerns; for it is their dichotomous 
counterposition—the duality of public and private, individual and 
community, male and female—that creates the need to exaggerate 
their differences. It is thus that individuality turns into abstract indi- 
vidualism, community into the fearful or self-defensive nurturing of 
an isolated family. Theorists such as Gould, Okin, and others” argue 
that the values of each realm must be introduced into the other. I 
have further argued that such interweaving will also bring about the 
modification of these values so that they conform and work more eas- 
ily together, at least reducing both the extremism and the dualism 
that characterize their liberal translations. 

Although the public and private should be highly interactive and 
overlapping in a feminist democracy, however, the aim of feminist 
theory is not to make them synonymous. Personal and individual pri- 
vacy must be preserved, as liberal theory is correct to point out. Pub- 
lic and private are not absolutely separate, but neither should they be 
subsumed one in the other: “In any society, there will remain a level of 
individual desire that can never be totally reconciled with social need, with- 
out destroying the individual personalities whose self-realization . . , 
is the ultimate object of social life.”” For instance, should a woman be 
required to have a child if her society needs it? In one sense, a merg- 
ing of public and private would suggest an affirmative response; yet 
most feminists would be opposed to such an idea. After all, women 
have for centuries been required to bear children for the supposed 
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good of society, usually to provide soldiers but also workers. The 
most famous case in political theory, of course, lies in ancient Greek 
sources, in Pericles’ funeral oration; but more recent and vicious ex- 
amples abound. In the antebellum United States slaves were bred to 
produce more workers. The Ceausescu regime’s natal policy in Ro- 
mania produced workers as well as soldiers. Former Greek President 
Christos Sartzetakis chastised Greek women for the country’s low 
birth rate, exhorting them to produce more babies to help confront a 
possible future military threat from Turkey.” This enforced social con- 
trol of women’s bodies is one of the practices that the current 
women’s movement and feminist theory seek to end. 

Thus feminists may want to hold on to the concept of individual 
integrity which an extreme communitarianism would seem to deny. 
As Barbara Love and Elizabeth Shanklin argue, socialist constructions 
of society, in which public and private are supposedly merged, can be 
as opposed to feminist values of care and responsibility as are liberal- 
capitalist constructions, although in different ways.“ Yet the fact that 
women in nonsocialist societies have historically been required de 
facto to bear children, thereby suffering from this requirement while 
at the same time suffering as well from the public-private dichotomy 
and denial of political voice, would suggest that it is in fact not the 
merging of public and private per se that would lead to social control 
of child bearing and child rearing in a socialist society. Rather, such 
control would relate to some other element that socialist societies 
share with liberal-capitalist, medieval, and classical societies, namely 
patriarchy, or male control of the family and public decision-making 
processes. To the degree that men do not dominate in any given soci- 
ety, women would have that much more control over their bodies; 
and at least within a socialist society, that control might well result in 
a collective effort to repopulate the society, Such a “choice” might 
smack of a Rousseauist “forcer d'être libre,” but such a decision in the 
context of women’s true participation must be qualitatively different 
from such a decision made solely by men and imposed on women. 
Because liberal theorists tend to see public and private as dichot- 
omized, they often couch such dilemmas in dichotomous terms; they 


“New Haven Register, December 1, 1985, A32; Eisenstein (1990). Along less militaristic 
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seem to fear that without a total split, there will be total merging, and 
the individual will be lost. Such a formulation obscures the fact that 
the individual is, in many ways, already lost because of the dichot- 
omy. In many respects women are just as socialized in liberal democ- 
racy as they are in socialist states, while men are kept from realizing 
relational autonomy by the fearful need to keep dichotomies rigidly in 
lace. 

‘i How would a participatory form of government alter this situation? 
Participatory democracy would provide for the mingling of public and 
private by allowing for equality through mutual recognition. The re- 
fusal to recognize the other’s subjectivity, I have noted, is a source of 
the dichotomy between public and private. By fostering the recogni- 
tion of others’ subjectivity, a participatory form of government allows 
for the full engagement of all citizens in political conversation. It fur- 
ther ensures that all citizens have the ability not only to make contri- 
butions but to have their contributions accepted and valued as well: 
they can speak, but they can also be heard. In this sense, participa- 
tory democracy is the political counterpart to what Irigaray describes: 
reciprocal and mutual relations among individuals who are “for” one 
another, who not only recognize one another's agency but also have 
as a core goal and concern the development of others’ agency. Partici- 
pation, by allowing for the existence of a self-conscious community of 
equals—in all senses of that term—can transcend the abstract individ- 
ualism of liberal democratic society; it can identify a mutality of inter- 
ests and allow citizens to focus on common goods and exercise collec- 
tive wills. 

Yet because recognition is mutual and reciprocal, individuality re- 
mains a vital, even absolutely necessary foundation for this society. 
Recognition is made of individuals with subjectivity, a subjectivity 
that consists in varying desires, wants, goals, and visions. Thus, in 
this feminist construction, the concept of mutual recognition ensures 
against the subsuming of public into private and vice versa; but at the 
same time, it also ensures an interactive overlapping and mingling 
among all aspects of human life. Indeed, the discussion in terms of 
public and private spheres itself needs to be recast, for it implicitly 
accepts and works from a concept of duality, finitude, and predeter- 
mination. Feminist theory seeks not to mix two separate and prede- 
fined entities but to recast human social life in terms of a variety of 
dynamically interdependent aspects, some of which—the most per- 
sonal—will be connected to others—the most open and community 
oriented—only very indirectly. Again, the imagery of a web is appro- 
priate: although some threads are connected directly to some others, 
and each thread is connected indirectly to all the others, some seg- 
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ments are quite far from others, and a complicated path must often be 
traced to get from one thread to another. There is no definitive, wall- 
like division of these aspects from one another, yet there is distance 
and distinction. 

In important ways, if somewhat ironically, Rousseau’s concept of 
participatory democracy hearkens to these elements. I earlier demon- 
strated that Rousseau’s vision of politics depends structurally on the 
exclusion of women. Yet any consideration of participatory democ- 
racy will most readily and obviously bring us back to Rousseauist ide- 
als, though perhaps not to his actual theory. In a society that utilized 
a feminist conception of obligation, the givenness of obligation would 
imply that all citizens would not only feel bound to participate politi- 
cally but perhaps would also want to do so. Rousseau’s conception of 
the political nature of men would find a similar counterpart in the 
feminist idea that individuals, seeing themselves as selves-in-relation- 
ships, will understand that the growth of society is important to their 
growth as individuals. If recognition of others’ subjectivity is a key 
to individual autonomy and development, this recognition is most 
readily and effectively made through individuals’ political interaction 
as members of a community. And if the givenness of obligation stems 
from a recognition of the basic sociability of humans, of the fact that 
we come to be who we are through relationships, then it is plausible 
to reason that individuals will come to see social and political interac- 
tion as positive, self-fulfilling aspects of their lives. 

Rousseau’s suggestions concerning economic equality are also rele- 
vant to a feminist conception of obligation. A significant source of 
political inequality can be and has been traced to problems of eco- 
nomic inequality. Rousseau pointed out that laws affect unequals un- 
equally, thus revealing the insufficiency of the tenet of liberalism that 
people are equal under the law. This issue is an especially appropriate 
one for a feminist theory of political obligation and society, for 
women’s economic inequality is a particularly important source of 
their political disenfranchisement. If a woman is the sole supporter of 
one or more children, makes sixty-four cents to a man’s dollar, and 
therefore can ill afford domestic help or child care, she not only works 
a long double day but must deal with all the other problems usually 
associated with poverty as well. Such a woman is hardly likely to 
have time for politics. So although her participation is not legally pro- 
scribed, her exclusion from the public realm is ensured de facto. 

Yet since such proscription would fit well with Rousseau’s actual 
theory—in contradiction to his basic theoretical ideals—perhaps a 
turn to more contemporary models of participatory democracy that 
are not specifically feminist, particularly those of Benjamin Barber and 
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Jane Mansbridge, can help develop the role of recognition, trust, and 
conversation in feminist obligation. Utilizing these models in a femi- 
nist theoretical context once again emphasizes the degree to which 
feminism gives way to a new humanism, a transgendered account of 
human relations. At the same time, a feminist reading of these works 
can deepen them to provide an awareness of the degree to which 
specifically gendered concerns, such as attention to gender inequality, 
reveals certain limitations of consistency and application, as in my 
earlier discussion of Rousseau. In contrast to my previous analyses, 
however, the present discussion seeks not to conclude that participa- 
tory democracy, like liberal democracy, is inherently based on wom- 
en's exclusion but rather to demonstrate how their contingent sexism 
might be remedied to produce a nonbiased theory of inclusion.” 

In Beyond Adversary Democracy, Mansbridge theorizes two kinds of 
democracy: adversary and unitary. Adversary democracy is closely 
allied to what I have been calling liberal democracy. Premised on the 
notion of individualism and inherent conflict of interest, it holds that 
society can operate only through the competition of those interests, 
which must be resolved through majority rule. Linking adversary de- 
mocracy to the rise of capitalism and the nation-state, phenomena 
also linked to the rise of liberalism, she argues that although this 
model is useful to the reconciliation of competing interests, its flaw 
lies in the exaggeration of the degree to which interests do in fact con- 
flict. In this overemphasis it dehumanizes citizens by denying com- 
munity, unity, sharing, and common interests. 

It is this idea of common interest, of course, that is central to partic- 
ipatory democracies such as Rousseau’s and yet is the prime reason 
for liberalism’s objection to such theories. What Mansbridge calls uni- 
tary democracy exhibits precisely such common interests, and she at- 
tempts to identify them in the democracies she has studied; but in the 
process she transforms the notion of interest from Hobbes’s narrow 


#2] admit this may be a somewhat problematic task, for Barber's frequent reference to 
citizens as “men” and the different roles for women and men in Mansbridge’s study of 
the town meeting in Selby both suggest that there may be as much structural sexism 
here as in Rousseau’s civil society. For instance, in Selby, women participated less than 
men in the meeting because they were preparing for and cleaning up after the lun- 
cheon, or because they had responsibility for child care. See Mansbridge (1980), chap. 
5. Although feminists may well point out that these activities are also important forms 
of participation, in the context of Selby, it is the kind of participation relegated to So- 
phie and defined as nonpolitical. Yet these are elements of structure that could be 
changed without any alteration in the mode and meaning of politics, except perhaps to 
strengthen the participatory structure. In contrast, women’s inclusion in Rousseau’s 
Assembly would challenge its very meaning and existence. Barber is a bit more prob- 
lematic because the sexism of his theory stems largely from unspoken assumptions; yet 
he also strives on a conscious level to include women along with men, and his theory 
could be fine-tuned to eliminate its potential for sexism. 
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egoism to one consistent with “ideal preference”* not to replace but 
to rest side by side with the conventional liberal sense of individual 
interest. Suggesting, via Aristotle, that friendship is the basis for uni- 
tary democracy, Mansbridge argues that we must open up our con- 
ceptions of what humans are like, what humans need and want, if we 
are to achieve political structures that meet those needs and desires. 
Adversary democracy, she holds, can meet some of them but not all; 
and indeed, by its “perverse” representation of personhood, adver- 
sary democracy ends up promoting the very qualities—manipulation 
of power, coercion, conformity—that its advocates fear are the inevi- 
table result of unitary democracy. 

Unitary democracy creates the conditions most conducive to allow- 
ing common interests to present themselves. According to Mans- 
bridge, the “three distinguishing features of a unitary democracy— 
equal respect, consensus, and face-to-face meetings of the whole— 
encourage members to identify with one another and with the group 
as a whole. This process of identification in turn helps develop com- 
mon interests” (p. 5). Through fostering “emotional identification,” 
participants’ “empathy” is developed and enlarged (p. 272); empathy 
in turn aids citizens in seeing the ways in which their interests are 
similar, as well as in seeing that differences are not necessarily threat- 
ening. Unitary democracies can thus bring forth recognition and trust 
by “deliberately foster[ing] emotional identification by stressing a 
shared past. They can consciously create a perception of mutual like- 
ness by harnessing the known effects of experiences like working to- 
gether under stress, a common ‘transcendant’ experience, or self-rev- 
elation in consciousness-raising sessions and encounter groups. . . . 
Small size allows an intense interaction that soon becomes a meaning- 
ful common history” (p. 243). 

In unitary democracy, membership—connection—is something of 
a given, and hence the obligation is to enact what the group decides. 
Again, as with Amy's approach to the Heinz dilemma, the need for 
deliberation and decision is given, but how to act is the matter for 
consideration, not whether to act; or at the least, the latter becomes a 
collective decision and is a function of how (that is, the answer to 
“how” may well be “do nothing”) rather than a separate question that 
the individual asks of herself when the mode of action is already 
given by impersonal law or authoritative structures existing above the 
individual. The focus of unitary democracy is thus the working out, 
through a process of equal respect—or what I have called mutual rec- 
ognition—of what the group wants and needs to do. In its method 


Mansbridge (1980), p. xii. Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the 
text. 
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unitary democracy strives to achieve consensus in face-to-face conver- 
sations as a way to work out the content of obligations. 

In this process, somewhat reminiscent of Rousseau’s general will, 
Mansbridge asserts that in unitary democracy there often is a “right” 
answer which can be achieved through the unitary democratic proc- 
ess. But in contrast to “forcer d'être libre,” individual participants in 
the unitary democracies she discusses do not subvert their particular 
wills or interests to “the group,” conceptualizing these two entities as 
inevitable opposites. Rather, taking the connection of membership as 
their epistemological starting point, members come to an agreement 
about the best plan of action through the process of consensus build- 
ing. The effort to achieve consensus in unitary democracy does not 
produce “weak compromise” between equally subjective individual 
interests but rather “the very best plan,” which addresses the con- 
cerns of the group as a whole through its individual members. But 
just as it is difficult for theorists trained in the liberal tradition to com- 
prehend fully the importance of mutual trust and recognition, so da 
“observers in the adversary tradition . . . find it hard to interpret 
consensus in a positive light” (p. 257-58). Focusing on a “soulless 
aggregation of interests,” liberal adversary democracy can see only 
the dangers of unitary democracy—conformity, stagnation, manipu- 
lation, “too many evenings”—and none of the advantages. Just as 
liberal theory sees only the positive elements of traditional “mas- 
culine” experience (individuality, agency, choice) and the failings of 
traditional “feminine” experience (emotionality, overidentification, 
disempowerment), thereby perverting those qualities into things they 
are not, the adversary democrat, by decrying conformity and lauding 
individualism, entirely misses the respect and recognition that unitary 
democracy provides, and the dehumanization and elitism that adver- 
sary democracy produces. But human experience needs to encompass 
both visions. 

Mansbridge’s description of unitary democracy thus invokes many 
of the concepts and images embodied in the feminist account of obli- 
gation I have discussed. The prominence in her account of mutuality, 
emotion and feeling, shared felt experience and perception, recogni- 
tion and equal respect echo the themes in my discussion of obliga- 
tion. The foundation of unitary democracy in the equal respect of 
friendship provides a powerful model for the mutual recognition of 
feminist obligation. And just as the masculine model is not simply 
wrong but partial and perverse, so must we also recognize the posi- 
tive dimensions of adversary democracy, as Mansbridge does. There 
is no necessarily right answer or general will in all cases, after all, 
which is why Mansbridge urges a combination of the two kinds of 
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democracy, just as I have argued not for the abolition of consent but 
for its decentralization to allow for other kinds and concepts of obliga- 
tion.* By magnifying certain aspects of human social life and univer- 
salizing them to account for the whole of human relations, the truth 
(though I use that term self-consciously and self-critically) contained 
in the model becomes distorted, perverted. By taking the masculine 
model in concert with the feminine model—adversary with unitary— 
we can reclaim what the former has to say about human beings that is 
more true, or at least less false. 

Similarly, the importance of equality—as opposed to (negative) lib- 
erty—as the core political and personal value resonates with a femi- 
nist conception of participatory politics. Although both liberal adver- 
sary democracy and unitary democracy are concerned with equality, 
the relative priority and meaning of that term differ. In contrast to lib- 
eral democracy’s formal de jure equality, unitary democracy is con- 
cerned with equal respect, and thus strives to achieve an equality of 
voice that has substantive weight. This difference, Mansbridge sug- 
gests, may ironically be due to unitary democracy’s decentralization 
of equality. It is not an aim so much as a by-product of a more impor- 
tant goal, which she somewhat unfortunately terms “ ‘fraternity’—or, 
as they [members of the unitary democracies she studied] preferred to 
call it, ‘solidarity,’ ‘community,’ or ‘sisterhood.’ It was from this con- 
cern that their commitment to equality, face-to-face assembly, and 
consensus primarily derived” (p. viii). Similarly, a feminist politics, in 
placing connection at its core, would give rise to a concern for equal- 
ity in interpersonal negotiation and agreement, but again more in the 
sense of the equal respect inherent in mutual recognition than of a 
formal, legalistic equality. By conceiving of the world as a network or 
web of relationships, by placing care and empathy at the core of their 
moral framework, such citizens would embrace a conception of poli- 
tics—of conflict resolution, policy making, and common decisions— 
that gives priority to egalitarian values as a means of promoting rela- 
tionship, or communitarian values. In this respect Mansbridge’s no- 
tion of friendship is very useful for a feminist model of caring and 
empathy, for it provides a “qualitative” equality, “the feeling of equal 
respect that prevails among friends” (p. 5), rather than the “quantita- 
tive” equality attained by weighing competing interests (p. 4). 


“Indeed, it was Mansbridge, in personal conversation, who pointed out to me that 
my theory calls for a pluralist notion of obligation. By “pluralist,” however, I inter- 
preted her to mean not that all grounds—consent, tradition, care—are equally valid, so 
that we cannot make value discriminations among these sources, but rather that all 
obligations have elements of more than one source, that there are consensual and non- 
consensual elements in at least most obligations. I believe this meaning is most consis- 
tent with the reading I have given of Mansbridge’s work. 
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Mansbridge also gives weight to context, substance, and outcome 
in her remarks about the place of power in the two models of democ- 
racy. Arguing that equal power is important only when interests con- 
flict, and that common interests can sometimes be achieved through 
unequal power, she argues for a concept of equality that is contextual 
and practical, acknowledging specificity and diversity: 


Thus equal power is a conditional value, not an absolute one. Rather 
than opposing “democracy” to “elitism” as if equal power were an end in 
itself, members of a group should spend their scarce resources on mak- 
ing power more equal only when equal power is most needed—when 
interests most conflict, when equal respect cannot be generated from 
other sources, and when citizens are atrophying from not having enough 
power and responsibility. Understanding that even a radical democrat 
need not press for more equal power in every instance but only when 
these three ends cannot be achieved by other means is, in my view, the 
most important practical lesson in this book. (p. ix) 


Yet there certainly is a danger of circularity here: unequal power can 
produce situations in which those in power declare certain interests to 
be common, thus glossing over and suppressing conflict. Similarly, 
while Mansbridge holds that unitary democracy “appeals to human- 
ity’s most exalted sentiments—the deep joy of spontaneous commu- 
nion, unselfishness, and commitment to a larger good” (p. 293), she 
also recognizes its dangerous potential for pressured conformity in 
the desire to avoid conflict and promote harmony. Adherence to a 
feminist model of recognition could help provide mechanisms to fore- 
stall such dangers. An ongoing conversation that provides for mutual 
recognition would allow those with less power in enacting a certain 
policy to retain the equal power of claiming the necessity of being 
heard, This would ensure that the inequality of power is allowed only 
after it has been determined that the common interest has been 
declared through consensus, and after it has been democratically 
decided that a temporary unequal distribution of power is the 
most efficient and desirable way to achieve that common goal. Like 
Rousseau’s distribution of administrative powers—what he calls 
“sovernment”—a feminist framework would ensure that Mans- 
bridge’s unequal power would be created in a limited and conditional 
manner for a specific end. It would not be the open-ended unequal 
distribution of power to representatives found in adversary democ- 
racy. Hence, whereas Mansbridge holds that unitary democracy is not 
the same as direct or participatory democracy (p. xi), a feminist con- 
cept of obligation would most likely need to embody a generous and 
inclusive notion of participation to set the terms of and oversee power 
distribution. 
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As Barber argues, this would require ongoing popular assembly. 
Indeed, Barber's own model of “strong democracy” adds much to the 
foregoing application and can deepen the image of a feminist partici- 
patory context within which the content of obligations is worked out. 
Like Mansbridge, Barber advocates a vision of democracy that incor- 
porates elements of ancient classical republicanism (unitary democ- 
racy) with the “thin” democracy of liberal individualism (adversary 
democracy). What Barber calls “political talk”—similar to feminist 
conversation—is the chief element of his strong democracy, and cer- 
tainly the key to drawing out the usefulness of his theory for a femi- 
nist concept of obligation. In a way reminiscent of Pitkin, Barber 
holds that “language is ineluctably communal and its evolution deter- 
mines the evolution of self and other” (p. 193). Political talk also in- 
vokes a concept of “weaving—the interlacing of strands in a cable .. . 
rather than the forging of links in a chain” (p. 32). The web image 
once again provides not only a model for substantive value—where 
priority is given to connection, relationship, affection—but a method, 
a way to order social relations, to communicate, to arrive at decisions. 
Thus talk is the key social (inter)activity in strong democracy, stem- 
ming from but in turn enhancing and extending human connection; 
but it is also essential for individual! agency as, in an echo of feminist 
obligation, “Freedom is what comes out of this process, not what 
goes into it” (p. 152). 

Language is thus the key not just to community but to our commu- 
nal selves, to the dimensions of humanity that need social relation- 
ships for their realization. Thus talk produces two primary effects in 
terms of feminist theory: empathy and recognition. Talk does not 


“Barber (1984). Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the text. Whereas 
| have paralleled classical republicanism to unitary democracy, Barber might not; but I 
should also note that I believe Barber mischaracterizes unitary democracy. To the ex- 
tent that he does so, his theory may indicate a structural gender bias. He characterizes 
unitary democracy as a Hegelian or Rousseauian nightmare of totalitarianism, forcing 
individuals to be free rather than providing the means for individuals to free them- 
selves together. He focuses on what Mansbridge identifies as the problems of unitary 
democracy, such as fear of dissension and pressure to conform. But 1 believe he goes 
too far. He describes the problem of democracy as “how to contrive institutions that 
facilitate democracy without supplanting it and that enhance participation without 
making it unnecessary. The danger is that the nurturing of affective ties will impede 
genuine cognitive debate and that the enhancement of empathetic imagination will 
corrupt the capacity for moral autonomy” (p. 233). Barber could be seen here as echo- 
ing my warnings about the dangers of overconnection found in the “feminine” or “care 
model,” but he also expresses a specifically masculinist problematic, where empathy 
and autonomy, affection and cognition, are opposed as dualistic pairs. The problem of 
democracy then becomes the reconciliation of these pairs, the maintenance of the ten- 
sion, rather than a full reconceptualization of them as defining each other. This notion 
is curious, since Barber's thesis is otherwise in agreement with that put forth in the 
early chapters of this book: that the liberal tension between freedom and community 
stems from the way the two are conceptualized. 


282 Rethinking Obligation 


equal “speech,” because it includes an empathic “listening,” which 
Barber describes as a striving for mutuality: “Listening is a mutualistic 
art that by its very practice enhances equality. The empathetic listener 
becomes more like his interlocutor as the two bridge the differences 
between them by conversation and mutual understanding” (p. 175). 
Through listening, what I have called recognition is brought into play: 
“Consciousness is a socially conditioned intelligence that takes into 
account the reality of other consciousnesses operating in a shared 
world” (p. 223). The recognition and awareness of others’ subjectivity 
must logically be a requirement of political talk, because it is attention 
to others’ words that yields the potential for transformation by listen- 
ing. The collectivity of the effort to achieve a common understanding 
and agreement requires the recognition of others. Otherwise individ- 
uals are trapped in liberal dialogue where competing claims create a 
cacophony that disempowers them by requiring conflicting parties to 
give over the decision-making power to a third party, a “representa- 
tive” government, as the sole way to reconcile these claims. It is only 
through the mutual recognition found in conversation that people in 
strong democracy are able to retain the decision-making power for 
and over themselves as individuals and common members. 

Through the process of talking and listening—through this recogni- 
tion—talk fosters empathy and identity, or “the imaginative recon- 
struction of self as other” (p. 259). Empathy can help citizens reach 
consensus by its “power to enlarge perspectives and expand con- 
sciousness” (p. 189), by the “commonality and affection” it en- 
genders, by “friendship” (p. 188) forged by the shared political per- 
spective that talk can achieve. Here Barber would appear to diverge 
from Mansbridge in his analysis of unitary democracy. He criticizes 
the unitary conception of citizens as brothers as much as he derides 
the liberal idea of citizens as parties to contracts. In contrast, strong 
democracy conceives of citizens as “neighbors bound together . . . by 
their common concerns and common participation in the search for 
common solutions to common conflicts” (p. 219). For instance, if a 
group of homeowners on a busy street seeks to put up a stop sign to 
deter heavy truck traffic or midnight drag racing, it is not merely the 
interest of each individual, separate from every other, that motivates 
participation in the effort. | cannot separate my property values from 
yours; they are intimately interdependent. I am concerned not merely 
with my own children but with the safety of all children, including— 
particularly but not exclusively—my own. But this does not make my 
fellow homeowners and me a family any more than we are just a 
conglomeration of atoms. We are united by something more than 
contract, something less than blood and love. It is this sense of com- 
mon concern, I believe, that Barber seeks to elucidate. 
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But of course talk does not always produce such understanding. 
Mansbridge’s more overt recognition of this fact creates a perhaps 
more realistic reconciliation of adversarial and unitary democracy. Yet 
like Mansbridge, Barber does not argue that strong democracy re- 
quires a transformation of human nature. Rather, he operates from 
the notion that humans already have these potentials, but that our 
skewed (theoretical) understanding of humanity makes it easy to for- 
get or ignore precisely the social dimensions of humanity that partici- 
patory democracy calls on. Liberalism has exaggerated certain human 
characteristics (those pertaining to separation and individualism) at 
the expense of others (those pertaining to connection and sociability), 
distorting the former and repressing the latter. Like Mansbridge (as 
well as Gilligan, Chodorow, Hartsock, and Belenky et al.), Barber ad- 
vocates restoring the balance, and in the process transcending liberal- 
ism; he seeks “to develop a form of political consciousness [that is, 
mutual recognition] that will enlarge the understanding and sympa- 
thies of interest-motivated individuals” (p. 173; emphasis added). 

As gender psychology reveals, empathy is not a Humean “artificial 
virtue.” It is a human potentiality that is more predominant in some 
people’s understanding of the world than in others’. That there is a 
gender relationship associated with greater and lesser empathy is 
highly significant but not determining; and in the notion of its poten- 
tial in all people lies the hope for the success of a participatory poli- 
tics. Like Hume, Barber posits empathy as a product of the imagina- 
tion. Exercise of the imagination is part of the activity that is required 
of citizens engaged in strong talk: seeing identity between self and 
others, trying to see the situation from others’ points of view even 
when in severe disagreement, imagining satisfactory solutions to ob- 
jections others have raised even when they are in the minority. In- 
deed, the power of talk is “to stretch the human imagination so that 
the I of private self-interest can be reconceptualized and reconstituted 
as a we that makes possible civility and common political action” (p. 
190). Whereas Hume argued that sense perception (for instance, see- 
ing someone in pain) stirs the imagination, Barber holds that talk 
stimulates the imagination; but though Hume doubted that the imag- 
ination itself leads to action, Barber holds that the imagination further 
stimulates talk, decision, and action. As in feminist conversation, talk 
in strong democracy is not adversarial; one listens not to discover the 
weaknesses of other arguments but rather to help put oneself in 
others’ place (p. 175). Talk in strong democracy is “affective” as well 
as “cognitive” (p. 176). But it is also pragmatic, concerned with con- 
crete realities rather than abstract principles and rules. Thus Barber 
holds that “political talk is not talk about the world” as some predeter- 
mined and unified reality; rather, “it is talk that makes and remakes 


284 Rethinking Obligation 


the world” (p. 177). Thus real talk involves setting agendas, defining 
the terms and subjects of political discourse and even citizenship it- 
self. It is not merely limited to discussion of an agenda predetermined 
by an entity smaller than the group but involves an ongoing process 
of renegotiation. 

It is in this potential for empathy that the hope for the success of a 
participatory politics lies. Empathy and recognition give rise to inclu- 
sion, an element as obvious and necessary to strong democracy as it 
is to feminist obligation. For both, inclusion is sought even at the 
possible cost of error. Participation in conversation must be universal; 
the burden of proof must be on those who wish to exclude. Participa- 
tory politics is “served by many voices rather than by one” (p. 185). 
Yet the process of talk “respects the initial legitimacy of every human 
perspective” (p. 185; emphasis added). There are no prima facie first 
principles for strong democracy, but neither does it become mired in 
an absolute relativism. Thus, a nonracist majority would be required 
to listen to and talk with a white supremacist but not to accommodate 
her views in policy, for she would in turn have to listen to the major- 
ity. If she refused, then she would no longer be maintaining the lines 
of communication, thus justifying a temporary end to the conversa- 
tion. But Barber's provision that the white supremacist be allowed to 
reexpress herself periodically is the key to at least minimizing the 
danger of suppressing minority voices.“ In this Barber seeks to com- 
bine the majority rule-minority rights approach of liberal democracy 
with the consensual collectivism of unitary democracy, as the central- 
ity of difference is rescued from a paralyzing emotivism and the pri- 
macy of inclusion is saved from coerced homogeneity. 

This example again indicates a theoretical and political priority of 
how to act over whether to act. The question for the strong democrat is, 
“What shall we do when something has to be done that affects us all, we 
wish to be reasonable, yet we disagree on means and ends and are 
without independent grouds for making the choice?” (pp. 120-121; 
emphasis added). If inclusion is a given, the issue is not whether the 
white supremacist needs to be included but how she can be included 
without her views dominating de facto, that is, without her initial 
premise—that nonwhites do not deserve recognition—being ac- 
cepted. Although a theory of mutual recognition does not exclude 
such philosophies outright, it does create a structure in which such 


“Even criminals, who Barber says may be temporarily excluded because the criminal 
act involves a voluntary breaking of communication with the community, may reclaim 
membership by reentering the dialogue; presumably jailed criminals would be allowed 
to vote (contrary to contemporary U.S. law) and participate in Barber's video town 
meetings. 
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views would have a difficult time surviving. Strong democracy does 
this as well. It puts the burden of problems raised by a view on its 
advocates: those advocating abortion on demand are asked to deter- 
mine how the rights of children, even of fetuses, are to be safe- 
guarded; those opposed to public funding for abortion are asked to 
determine how to address the inequities produced by unequal wealth 
(p. 289). In both, the assumptions of inclusion and recognition pass 
over the issue of whether these problems need to be addressed and 
proceeds to how they can be solved. So a white supremacist would be 
asked to determine how nonwhites can be granted mutual recogni- 
tion: how to provide for the genuine and full inclusion that nonwhites 
are entitled to by virtue of their biological humanity, how to ensure 
that they are heard and listened to. Through this strategy, as Mans- 
bridge also suggested, the notion of a “right answer” suggests itself, 
because white supremacists cannot answer those questions without 
violating the very premise of their philosophy. Indeed, that initial 
premise is automatically disqualified. As in feminist conversation, the 
requirement of recognition as a basic foundation ensures that the only 
way to solve political disagreements is through the exercise of empa- 
thy, listening, and mutual respect. This solution at once provides for 
the protection of minorities that liberalism provides while also pro- 
moting the development of empathy and inclusive community in pre- 
cisely those who seek to exclude. The process of conversation thus 
maintains the quality of working differences through to agreement, 
without conformity. 


The context of participatory democracy helps make more sense of a 
feminist concept of obligation and its enterprise of determining the 
content of specific obligations, especially political obligations. Partici- 
patory democracy helps locate the concepts of mutuality, recognition, 
and trust in concrete ways. In particular, the models offered by Bar- 
ber and Mansbridge suggest how a feminist theory of obligation that 
works from the priority of inclusion and recognition provides a model 
or guide for a form of political life that can transcend gender even as 
it attends to and redresses the problems and concerns that gender 
inequality raises. 

More broadly, however, this discussion of the context of political 
obligation shows how participatory democracy can in turn be deep- 
ened by a feminist theoretical framework. For the model of participa- 
tory democracy pursued here turns on the notion that empowerment 
engenders responsibility. Including all in a full citizenship, one that is 
engaged in decision making, agenda setting, discussion, and action, 
will encourage the development of humans’ ability to think of con- 
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crete factors, of ends and outcomes, and not just of abstractions and 
processes. In other words, inclusion provides the grounds and con- 
text for people to adopt a responsibility approach to moral and politi- 
cal issues. Acting responsibly involves a two-way relationship of 
trust: I may (have to) trust you to act responsibly, but in turn your 
acting responsibly can make you vulnerable, as Hobbes most bril- 
liantly argued. The first to fulfill her end of the contract risks giving 
without getting; the first to put down her weapon risks being killed. 
Indeed, in the ontology of social contract theory, responsibility can be 
seen as too risky. We fall back on rights to protect ourselves from 
hostile others. But that itself suggests a certain arrest in human devel- 
opment, as in reactive autonomy. Participatory democracy, by con- 
trast, suggests the development of a relational autonomy. Through 
empowerment, responsibility becomes more possible and safe; hence, 
in synergistic fashion, trust can flourish more readily and easily, and 
recognition of mutually respecting subjects can become a new epis- 
temological framework to support a democratically empowering 
model of political action. As rights dialogue provides a language of 
distrust and competition, a responsibility model offers a language of 
trust and relationship. Only through the mutuality of talk, inclusion, 
and participation can trust flourish and hence can responsibility be 
the primary focus of political actors, with rights taking a secondary 
(albeit perhaps still important) role. 

This model also of necessity places difference, or human hetero- 
geneity, at its core. Liberal theory generally assumes that any partici- 
patory politics, working as it does by way of discussion, negotiation, 
and ultimately agreement, must work from assumptions of sameness, 
unity, and conformity. Yet Barber has argued that the opposite is the 
case, that difference and individuality are better preserved through 
the empowerment that liberal democracy denies and that strong de- 
mocracy affords. And although Mansbridge allows for a “right an- 
swer” to be discovered through unitary democratic means and forms, 
her argument demonstrates even more richly than Barber's the ways 
in which difference can operate to strengthen community rather than 
necessarily pulling it apart. She redefines difference so that it is just 
that: different, not opposed. A feminist concept of difference draws in 
part on the liberal claim that humans have their own interests and 
preferences, personalities with particular strengths and weaknesses, 
often in unique combinations; but unlike liberalism it denies that this 
makes humans fundamentally incompatible and opposed. 

In this sense a feminist concept of diversity highlights the poverty 
of what liberalism calls difference. Liberal obligation theory ostensibly 
claims the primacy of individual freedom, but in fact individuals have 
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little freedom at all in their political obligations; authoritarian commu- 
nity is the true value underwriting disingenuous claims to liberty. 
Similarly, while liberalism makes loud claims about the irreconcilabil- 
ity of conflicting human interests, it actually denies heterogeneity by 
locating differences among people within a context of sameness, and 
it does so in at least two ways. First, it assumes that humans’ motiva- 
tion in their various interests is all the same, that different interests all 
have a similar genesis, that there is a unified human nature that cre- 
ates these “inevitable” conflicts. Second, it also assumes a univeral 
agreement on the means of reconciling difference, that is, the social 
contract. By claiming that consent to the social contract is in fact uni- 
versal—by claiming that it is tacit, implied, inferred, hypothetical, 
and so forth—liberalism maintains that there is a fundamental iden- 
tity among humans that supercedes and overrides, theoretically and 
practically, the ostensible centrality of differences among people. In 
so doing, liberalism privileges some perspectives and desires over 
others; just as some are “more equal” than others, so are some “more 
different” than others. By overtly equating difference with opposi- 
tion, and then placing it in a hidden context of unity, liberalism 
cheapens and corrupts difference. In casting a dualistic typology of 
difference and sameness, it fails to recognize nuances and multiplicity 
of difference. It imposes a false one-to-one correlation between similar 
interests and an exaggerated or false opposition on different views. 
We have seen the structural gender bias of such a conceptualiza- 
tion. Just as the boy’s apparently stronger identity is revealed to be 
fragile and artificial because it depends on a dualistic conception of 
being not-female or not-other, so does this artificial and exaggerated 
concept of difference belie the complexity of individual differences 
and thus trade an apparent heterogeneity for an actual homogeneity. 
In contrast, feminist obligation operates from a more complex notion 
of difference by recognizing the ways in which qualities of overlap- 
ping, of sharedness, of nuance all play important parts in an under- 
standing of diversity. It further acknowledges that feelings, emotions, 
beliefs, and reasons can generate different preferences and also differ- 
ent ways in which those preferences are developed and satisfied. A 
feminist notion of human heterogeneity thus embraces a concept of 
difference that is more complete—at least in the sense of being more 
inclusive, of including a vaster array of genuine differences—that rec- 
ognizes that differences among people do not constitute a linear du- 
ality. Again, the image of a web comes into play: each thread repre- 
sents a distinct view or experience which is not identical to any other 
but which shares certain common points of intersection; or, to invoke 
Wittgenstein, each perspective has a family resemblance to other per- 
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spectives but rarely exhibits a one-to-one correlation or identity with 
any other. 

Yet here it may become more apparent than anywhere else in my 
argument that the metaphors of continuum and web are still some- 
how inadequate to the feminist vision I have articulated. Because both 
employ images of center and periphery, the notion of privileging 
some perspectives over others—some differences over others—seems 
unavoidable. But if the concept of difference I am suggesting is suc- 
cessfully employed, then there can be no periphery or end points— 
and hence no fixed center, if any center at all—because new perspec- 
tives, experiences, views—new differences—are constantly being in- 
troduced and must be included. The edges of the web continually 
grow, change, shift, decentering what may previously have been at 
the center. Thus, even when at any given time it may appear that a 
specific participatory democracy has considered and included all the 
possible differences its current members can conceive, a self-critical 
and self-conscious attention to diversity prevents any one position 
from occupying a center in the hegemonic way in which that term is 
used in the modern era. An implicit recognition of the temporality 
and nonabsoluteness of any collective decision creates a world where 
new centers are always possible and likely; new factors may be added 
on to the periphery, thus creating a temporary new center. Or at 
least, if there is a relatively consistent center to this web, it lies not in 
any substantive viewpoint of any given group or individual but rather 
in the priority of difference and recognition themselves. 

The centrality of human heterogeneity to feminist politics obviously 
requires a participatory framework for its realization. If difference is 
to be not only respected, in the sense of tolerated, which often sug- 
gests the liberal passivity of “equal opportunity,” but also encour- 
aged, developed, even centered, then all differences must have 
equally powerful means of expression. The conversation provides this 
means, for it ensures recognition of all perspectives, as well as the 
working out of ways of resolving colliding differences, which do not 
merely accommodate all differences in a liberal relativism but allow 
for a common and collective evaluation of difference that can strive 
for agreement without uniformity, that can maintain the priority of 
recognition both procedurally (allowing all views to be expressed and 
heard) and substantively (not allowing inherently exclusive views 
such as white supremacy or Nazism to dominate). This “both-and” 
approach of feminist inquiry contrasts with the either-or approach of 
liberalism, in which substance is always sacrificed to procedure be- 
cause the two are seen as inherently contradictory; for once again this 
supposed contradiction masks the degree to which liberal procedure 
in fact privileges a very particular substantive position. 
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Iris Young, in “Impartiality and the Civic Public,” has argued for 
something similar to the model of participatory politics I have pre- 
sented here. She places “discourse” at the center of a feminist concep- 
tion of the political. Arguing that the unity found in “malestream” 
democratic theory (the common good, the general will) has been pre- 
served by modern theory only through the exclusion of certain 
groups of people, particularly women and some racial groups, she 
supports the notion that racism and sexism are structural biases of 
modern theory.” Only by rejecting a false concept of universality and 
unity, only by embracing particularity, partiality, need, and emotion, 
can a feminist politics be realized; and these qualities can be embraced 
only if interactive, mutually respectful discussion is part of what we 
call public activity. She draws partially (and critically) on Habermas's 
concept of reason, which is closer to Barber's “reasonableness” and 
Flathman’s “good reasons” than to liberal positivist rationality (p. 68). 
She also works from Habermas's ideal of a “communicative ethics” in 
which conversation provides 


a conception of rationality with a pragmatic starting-point in the experi- 
ence of discussion that aims to reach an understanding. Reason in such a 
model does not mean universal principles dominating particulars, but 
more concretely means giving reasons, the practical stance of being rea- 
sonable, willing to talk and listen. Truth and rightness are not something 
known by intuition or through tests of consistency, but only achieved 
from a process of discussion. (p. 68) 


Communicative ethics invokes a notion of “reason as contextualized, 
where answers are the outcome of a plurality of perspectives that can- 
not be reduced to unity” (p. 69). 

Young also draws on the French feminist Julia Kristeva to argue 
that “communication is not only motivated by the aim to reach con- 
sensus, a shared understanding of the world, but also and even more 
basically by a desire to love and be loved” (p. 72), describing a com- 
munity in which morality and emotion are linked. Again Gilligan's 
assertion that morality and love are intertwined is invoked; love is an 
entity so central to humanity that it must be included in public con- 
versation and particularly in our interpreting what others say—their 
needs, desires, preferences, beliefs in all their particularity—if public 
heterogeneity is to be realized, as it must be if recognition is to be 
genuine. A feminist communicative ethics involves the intermingling 
of interpersonal relationships and multiple dimensions of every per- 
son involved in the conversation with the traditional activities and 


“Young (1987), p. 63. Subsequent references to this source will be cited in the text. 
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aims of politics. Individuals are not sequestered in a private sphere, 
Instead their political features are drawn on and highlighted to the 
end of liberating participants from the “discipline” of the public-pri- 
vate dichotomy of liberalism. Young particularly draws on the politics 
of the “rainbow coalition,” which does more than merely respect dif- 
ferences and particularity. She argues that it “institutionalizes in its 
form of organizational discussion the heterogenous groups that make 
it up” (p. 76). 

Young is not the only theorist to call for a rainbow coalition as a 
model of feminist politics. Nancie Carraway, Teresa de Lauretis, and 
Linda Alcoff all see identity politics as a way to reconcile the need to 
recognize and incorporate difference and particularity with the need 
for theory.“ In identity politics, “one’s identity is taken (and defined) 
as a political point of departure, as a motivation for action, and as a 
delineation of one’s politics.”® Identity politics starts from an under- 
standing of how certain of our features and characteristics (such as 
skin color and body parts) become social constructions (called race 
and gender) over which we have little choice or control, but which 
nevertheless have tremendous political significance in determining 
the power relationships that affect our lives. But identity politics also 
involves a choice of identity, an explicit naming of who one is, and 
hence reflects our abilities to create ourselves. Thus, my having a va- 
gina and breasts may mean that society labels me “woman,” but | 
choose a political identity as “feminist” as a stance to empower me to 
analyze and name the ways in which my identity as woman is created 
for me and in which it holds both potential and actual power for me 
to create myself. Certain Americans of color may be called Negroid 
but may choose a political identity of African-American to acknowl- 
edge and announce explicitly to the world their history as both an 
oppressed and a self-empowered people. These political identities re- 
flect and help to deconstruct the oppressive social constructions that 
victimize and discipline individuals, but they also contain great libera- 
tory potential; and in this, identity politics once again demonstrates 
the affinity between postmodern feminism and standpoint epistemol- 
ogy. For the liberating potential in identity politics comes from the 
achieved position of feminist or African-American; and the achieve- 
ment stems partly from the oppressive social construction, partly 
from the human responses to that oppression that lead in liberatory 


“See Alcoff (1988), Carraway (1989), de Lauretis (1989). Nor is Young the only one to 
invoke Habermas; Love (1989), Fraser (1991), and (perhaps to a lesser extent) Benhabib 
(1987), adopt a Habermasian concept of communicative ethics to construct a feminist 
democratic politics. 

“Alcoff (1988), pp. 431-32. 
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directions, and partly from the conscious recognition of the political 
potential lying dormant in the identity. 

Identity politics can thus provide a political epistemology for a con- 
versational participatory democracy. Indeed, it suggests what | call 
caucus democracy, an idea that might helpfully supplement Mans- 
bridge’s and Barber's participatory democratic models. In caucus de- 
mocracy the multiplicity of individuals’ identities is realized and en- 
acted through the existence of political groups that embrace these 
identities in their most basic, even crude form—feminists, African- 
Americans, senior citizens, parents of adolescents, and so forth—co- 
hering with different aspects of various people’s experiences. Count- 
less groups could exist (though by the standards of inclusion and 
recognition that I discussed earlier, groups that advocated nonrecog- 
nizing beliefs would not be likely to exist for long). And since any 
individual has multiple identities, individuals could belong to as 
many groups as they wished, though they would not have to belong 
to any group with a claim on their identity. For instance, I might be 
the parent of an adolescent, but I might consider that a less important 
aspect of my identity than, say, my race or the kind of work I do. 
Caucuses could help facilitate participatory democracy by providing a 
kind of representation to individuals (if individuals desired it) and by 
helping to articulate the meanings and agendas for these identities. 
They could thus provide an extra source of empowerment, perhaps as 
a means to help in the transition from adversary to unitary, from lib- 
eral to strong, from masculinist to feminist democracy. 

The rainbow coalition that Young in particular links to identity poli- 
tics coheres with the idea of caucus democracy and provides an ex- 
tremely useful image for the feminist theory I have been building 
here. The inclusive character of the rainbow coalition—Jesse Jackson's 
image of the patchwork quilt in his 1988 Democratic convention 
speech comes most eloquently to mind*—is a particularly powerful 
embodiment of feminist notions of recognition and diversity. As 
Young says, a “heterogenous public asserts that the only way to en- 
sure that public life will not exclude persons and groups which it has 
excluded in the past is to give specific recognition to the disadvantage 
of those groups and bring their specific histories into the public.”® 
This is particularly important to the attempt to develop a feminist 
concept of politics in a world that perpetrates and allows so many 
gross inequities and disadvantages. A society that embraced feminist 
values of connection would give priority to the problems faced by 
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those previously excluded and disadvantaged. In this, the political 
claims of various feminist groups are in accordance with the theoreti- 
cal principles outlined here. Federally funded day care or supplemen- 
tal compensation for child rearing, stricter controls over child support 
and more equitable divorce laws, the recognition of abortion as an 
issue of responsibility and concern and not just a right, stronger affir- 
mative action programs, equitable credit legislation for women: all of 
these would provide women increased access to political participa- 
tion, to involvement in the stream of political life, and to an effective 
voice in the decisions of their society. As such they would be compat- 
ible with and instrumental in the realization of a feminist theory of 
obligation, for only with such political voice can women achieve the 
full expression of their connectedness to others in community. 

Such a construction of the political would also address a more 
deep-seated aspect of women’s exclusion; for not only is women’s 
isolation from political community in the public-private split a factor 
to be considered, but their isolation from one another through the 
patriarchal nuclear family is also a source of political disenfranchise- 
ment. Such isolation keeps women from realizing their connected- 
ness, which sits at the heart of a feminist understanding of political 
life while promoting the abstract individualist forces of liberal theory 
and institutions. Ruddick points out how many positive aspects of 
maternal practice can degenerate into narrow-mindedness and self- 
ishness through the incorporation or imposition of patriarchal val- 
ues.” Extension of relationships, which would enable a mother to per- 
ceive the connections between her maternal concerns and the welfare 
of children not her own, becomes difficult; concern with relationship 
degenerates into selfish concern for the good of one’s immediate fam- 
ily. These perversions actively contribute to perpetuating the competi- 
tion of the market, which, as we have seen, is harmful to women. 
Ann Ferguson has argued that Victorian culture not only created 
moral values that oppressed women but also ensured their success by 
making women the moral guardians of their own enslavement.* This 
same argument can be made about the market and the family as well, 
for in such a perversion of maternal practice as can happen in a com- 
petitive market society, by being “good mothers” women can and do 
swiftly become the unwitting but fierce protectors of their own politi- 
cal muteness and economic powerlessness. 

Certainly, community among women is not the sole requirement 
for political participation, for such community has existed throughout 
history in a variety of cultures and at a number of historical moments 

“Ruddick (1984a). 
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without substantially changing women’s political status. But the ab- 
sence and prevention of such community is even more common, par- 
ticularly in modern liberal societies, and contributes considerably to 
women's exclusion from politics. The existence of such community 
would enable women’s historical experiences, and the feminist epis- 
temology these give rise to, to enter into our understanding of obliga- 
tion and thus to foster new ways of looking at and conceptualizing 
the questions of determination that obligation raises. The realization 
of community would thus bring to light the political and collective 
aspects of responsibilities commonly ascribed to individuals. For in- 
stance, a woman's decision about how best to meet obligations of 
child care would no longer be considered merely her problem; it 
would exist and be made within a context of community care for chil- 
dren and the active engagement of other adults (the father, an ex- 
tended family, and so on). As the privatization of women is ended, 
their political responsibility would be increased in two ways. With 
that responsibility divided among various participants, women would 
be freer to engage in traditional political activities and responsibilities; 
but also the political nature of their conventional responsibilities, such 
as child care, would be not only recognized but recognizable. 

The feminist construction of the political offered here reflects the 
idea that a feminist theory of obligation must derive from women’s 
material experiences and practices. Women’s material work, both for 
wages and in the home, their affective production, reproduction, ma- 
ternal thinking, and sexual relations all concretely reveal how a femi- 
nist perspective can yield a concept of obligation as given and a con- 
cept of morality and political theory deriving from that. A feminist 
understanding of obligation requires a fundamental rethinking and 
restructuring of the way politics is conceived and implemented. And 
this restructuring brought about through a feminist politics in turn 
contributes to the attempt of feminist theory to refocus our thinking 
about political obligation. It urges us not to concern ourselves with 
the genesis of obligations but to attend to their content. A feminist 
conception of obligation shifts attention from the questions Should | 
act? Do I have an obligation? to How should I (or we) act? How 
should I (or we) fulfill my (our) obligations? Such a shift of focus does 
not eliminate the existence of a gray area in morality, of course; a 
feminist ethic will certainly not make all questions of obligation and 
morality cut and dried, But neither can one say that this shift, by not 
eliminating all gray areas, gets us no further than consent theory. 
Certainly, by paying attention to the context of concrete circum- 
stances and relationships we can narrow the range of answers to a 
stricter scope than a vague location somewhere between minimal al- 
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truism and the cut-off for heroism. But even without such narrowing, 
focusing our attention on the question of how to meet the obligation is 
a far cry from saying that the relevant question is whether to act. 
Surely the question of how does not always have a determined and 
definitive answer; but consent theory in particular points to that fact 
as a sufficient reason to conclude that we must leave the question of 
whether completely to the individual. 

Consent theory involves an all-or-nothing approach to morality and 
obligation which denies at the outset the reality and necessity of the 
nonconsensual obligations with which women are historically famil- 
iar. Yet it is precisely the desire for the all-or-nothing approach, 
which is part of the problem of masculinist ideology, that has given 
consent theory its hold, for it provides the (masculinized) individual 
with the illusion of total control over his life: obligations exist only if 
one creates them; (political) connection can exist only by virtue of 
(social) contract. But, as I have shown, many unplanned aspects of 
life exist beyond our control to create connection and obligation with- 
out our consent, a fact that reproduction makes most apparent but is 
demonstrated by other examples as well. These examples, taken not 
solely but in important ways from women’s lives and history, compel 
our attention, as the contemporary demand for gender equality 
makes more and more apparent the fundamental ways in which the 
worlds of both politics and philosophy have been structured to ex- 
clude women. 

Women’s experience also provides the basis for the more construc- 
tive project of envisioning a feminist alternative to liberal obligation 
theory. Critically theorizing women’s historical experiences—partic- 
ularly their experiences as mothers and daughters, as well as their 
experiences of moral dilemmas from the perspective of relative pow- 
erlessness—produces an epistemological framework for an under- 
standing of liberal obligation theory and its representation of social 
relations, politics, and the state. Deconstructing these experiences to 
learn how what we call feminine or female is in part shaped by patri- 
archy simultaneously reveals that patriarchy does not determine all 
aspects of women’s experience, but rather that women’s capacity for 
choice and action means that their responses to the strictures of patri- 
archy in turn shape the (patriarchal) world. In this capacity and its 
results we find the grounds for a feminist conception of obligation 
that can make sense of the notion of obligation as given, that can 
begin theoretical reasoning and political argumentation from starting 
points of connection and relationship. This approach eliminates many 
of the structurally sexist problems of liberal obligation theory from the 
start by re-envisioning what and who human beings are. Through a 
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reconceptualization of who citizens are and what sorts of characteris- 
tics they are likely to display, their desires and preferences as political 
actors and subjects, their relation to the state and fellow citizens, even 
the possible lines of thought that citizens may engage in and hence 
the possible conclusions that they may reach are all radically reformu- 
lated through the adoption of different starting points and epis- 
temological assumptions. 

As I earlier (dis)claimed, a feminist theory of obligation could not 
define obligation in the same ways that we are used to in post-En- 
lightenment political theory, because there is no way both to attend to 
context and predefine obligation. Nevertheless, I have sought to pro- 
vide guidance as to how a community engaged in the struggle to de- 
fine and act out obligations might (have to) proceed. It may not be as 
fully developed a picture as it could be (I will make the standard 
though legitimate plea that such a project requires another book), but 
perhaps that reflects the difficulty of an honest attempt to struggle 
with the immense problem of concretizing the general principles 
drawn from feminist standpoint epistemology and gender psychol- 
ogy. 

There is, for my purposes, only one step remaining in the present 
project, and that is to critique the very enterprise in which I have just 
engaged. The challenges of feminist postmodernism have presented 
themselves throughout the book, requiring immediate if brief re- 
sponses accompanied by promissory notes to explore such issues 
more fully. It is time to claim payment on those notes, for an explora- 
tion of feminist postmodernism is necessary on two counts. On the 
one hand, a consideration of postmodernism may help me anticipate 
certain readers’ objections to the dangers latent in the foregoing ac- 
count of replacing one totalizing fiction—the social contract and con- 
sent—with another—participatory democracy and recognition. On 
the other hand, postmodern insights can also help explain and 
strengthen the foregoing argument (and hence forestall the potential 
objections of an entirely different set of readers) by providing a so- 
phisticated theoretical framework on which a feminist democracy can 
hang its hat. Although these two goals may seem to travel in conflict- 
ing if not opposite directions, they illustrate the carefully crafted am- 
biguity of postmodern theory. Feminist postmodernism probably pre- 
sents the most serious challenge to feminist standpoint theory 
(though it also provides one to gender psychology) and therefore 
must be addressed if the feminist theory of obligation that I have 
crafted is to stand. 


Afterword: Democracy, 
Difference, and Deconstruction 


A THEORY OF feminist obligation requires us to attend to the political 
context for obligations, and that context requires participation, com- 
munication, and interpersonal relationship as the model for political 
community. I admit that this “conclusion” may seem somewhat in- 
conclusive to many readers, not all of them traditional or mainstream. 
Describing the context for obligation may be interesting and useful, 
but it is still not the same as developing a theory of obligation such as 
consent theory. If obligation is given, what are those obligations to? 
What are my exact political obligations in any given situation? In any 
given relationship? In any given society? The short answer is that 
citizens are obligated to connections and relationship with their fellow 
citizens. Their obligation is one of participation, involvement, the 
conversation itself. But if that is the case, then feminism would seem 
to get us no further than consent theory, because it seems to beg 
rather than answer the questions of obligation and leaves wide open 
the idea of content. There is no formula for describing what any given 
community, regardless of its context, can require of its members 
when it engages obligation. 

Individualism and consent theory have the advantage of being 
clear-cut; by focusing on procedure, liberal democratic theorists can 
point precisely to what one is obligated to do in a particular case and 
to how one became obligated. A possible problem with feminist the- 
ory is that it often seems unable to reach the kind of crisp, incisive 
conclusions that liberal theory does seem to achieve and which have 
set the standards for philosophy and political theory. In one sense, of 
course, this problem is a false construction of patriarchal epistemol- 
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ogy and a sexist academy. In other words, it can be argued that the 
valuation of incisiveness and the control it affords are part of the 
same pathology that produces the masculinism of liberalism. As Flax 
suggests, “Perhaps ‘reality’ can have ‘a’ structure only from the 
falsely universalizing perspective of the master. That is, only to the 
extent that one person or group can dominate the whole, will ‘reality’ 
appear to be governed by one set of rules or be constituted by one 
privileged set of social relations.” Within such an epistemological 
structure the goals and conclusions of feminist theory become misun- 
derstood not only by “malestream” theorists but also by feminists 
themselves trained in the disciplinary standards and expectations of 
their professions: “The complexity of our questions and the variety of 
the approaches to them are taken as signs of weakness or failure to 
meet the structures of preexisting theories rather than as symptoms of 
the permeability and pervasiveness of gender relations and the need 
for new sorts of theorizing.” 

But in another sense the problem is genuine and stems from the 
current state of feminist theory. Apparent inconclusiveness may be an 
unfortunate price that feminists must pay for attempting to argue for 
a new theory within the epistemological and conceptual framework of 
the old. Feminist theory often finds itself at the stage of laying 
groundwork; being beholden to their predecessors, feminists may feel 
intellectually uncomfortable about assuming a vision of people so 
vastly different from the dominant view. More significant, however, 
that dominant view exerts limits on the kinds of alternatives that can 
be conceived. Feminists work, after all, in a tradition with a language 
and must work within that language if they are to be understood. In 
this light, feminist theory, as much as women’s experience, is in part 
shaped and defined by the dominant masculinist discourse. That may 
seem to slow down the process. Yet this method of analysis within 
existing frameworks seems an important tactic for feminist theory, 
even if it means that the theory appears to fail to measure up to 
standards established by the discourses it seeks to deconstruct. 

This last term will lead many readers to question whether an explo- 
ration of postmodernism can help explain the apparent inconclusive- 
ness that may seem to some to mar the previous chapter. As Harding 
argues, feminist theory is and should be opposed to complete and 
completed universal theories of explanation: “Feminist analytical cate- 
gories should be unstable at this moment in history. We need to learn 
how to see our goal for the present moment as a kind of illuminating 
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‘riffing’ between and over the beats of the various patriarchal theories 
and our own transformations of them.” She points out that “coherent 
theories in an obviously incoherent world are either silly and uninter- 
esting or oppressive and problematic, depending upon the degree of 
hegemony they manage to achieve. Coherent theories in an apparently 
coherent world are even more dangerous, for the world is always 
more complex than such unfortunately hegemonous theories can 
grasp.”* 

It is in this embrace of complexity that feminist postmodernism has 
so much to offer. The attention to particularity and difference re- 
quired by my earlier account of participatory democracy certainly re- 
quires that attention be paid to the body of theory most notably 
concerned with différance, namely postmodern theory. Such consid- 
eration is important for a more immediate reason as well: the post- 
modernist challenge, which asserts the dangers of positive (that un- 
fortunate word) theory building, challenges the very legitimacy of the 
foregoing chapter, specifically the attempt to articulate a new, femi- 
nist concept of obligation to replace—or at least displace—the old pa- 
triarchal one. My repeated disclaimers throughout the book that I am 
not creating a new essentialism, that I do not seek a new hegemony 
to replace the old, that the story I create does not constitute a new 
totalizing fiction, the qualifications continually introduced into the 
theory about truth and centers and values, the conditions that are 
carefully crafted around this feminist theory to make it concrete and 
particular all fall on cynical postmodern ears as the rejoinder is 
formed: What you say belies what you do, and what you do is racist, 
classist, and as a result even sexist. 

Elizabeth Spelman, for instance, would most likely maintain that 
my entire argument is illegitimate on these grounds. In talking about 
women, she holds, feminist scholars make race and class invisible by 
not explicitly recognizing and attending to it, and they pervert gender 
as a result. “Unless I know something more about two women than 
the fact that they are women, I can’t say anything about what they 
might have in common.”* Feminists have argued that rape (or the fear 
thereof), menstruation, pregnancy, abortion as a personal issue (that 
is, one that potentially affects one’s person directly in ways that male 
persons and bodies are not affected) are all things that any two 
women may have in common without our knowing anything else 
about them. Yet, Spelman might reply, either or both of them may be 
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unable to conceive—one may lack ovaries and thus not menstruate, 
one may have been born without a vagina—and these are partic- 
ularities that would make the two women different from each other. 
Or if one is poor and Chicana, the other white and wealthy, certain 
matters such as abortion have very different meanings for the two 
because of likelihood, availability, necessity, and so forth. 

Even the claim that the kind of positive feminist theory building 
that I attempt in Chapter 6 is necessary to transform political obliga- 
tion theory—that it is a means to a larger end of gender equality and 
the transformation of patriarchy which all feminists, postmodern or 
not, share—falls short for many feminist postmodernists, who re- 
spond that their method of deconstruction and analysis already does 
in fact transform theory, that by decentering the subject of liberalism, 
by deconstructing its categories of analysis and conceptual vocabul- 
ary, it exerts a profound impact not only on actual bodies of theory 
but also on the way theory is thought about and written. 

This last point is compelling. One intention of the present project 
has been precisely to deconstruct liberalism, to analyze the ways in 
which patriarchy pervades, informs, and creates liberalism’s epis- 
temological foundations, to reveal consent theory’s structural sexism. 
It is my intellectual indebtedness to this enterprise, and to methods 
that may be seen by some as sympathetic to postmodernism, that 
leads to the present chapter, for I believe that postmodernism has 
much to offer feminist theorists. Postmodernism’s attention to com- 
plexity, its rejection of “one true story” and its recognition of the 
ways in which exclusion, power, and knowledge interact are impor- 
tant strategies for feminists engaged in the effort to identify and em- 
power their devalued and marginalized differences. Postmodernists’ 
recognition of the dangers of reductively coherent theories that com- 
municate one truth and their complementary sanctioning of a new 
method of theorizing that is partial, suggestive, and perhaps even 
tentative in its representation of complexity and particularity provide 
a model for feminist theory, and it is a method that has been adopted 
in at least the previous chapter, if it is not evident in other sections of 
the book. 

Indeed, the importance of a postmodern understanding of political 
life to feminist theory is in a sense precisely the point of the previous 
chapter. If we are to take seriously the role of context, of concrete 
relationships and material conditions, if we are to recognize subjec- 
tivity and the ongoing particularity of individuals in community, then 
we can have no formula for obligation. It is here that the postmodern 
approach can provide a vital theoretical framework for a feminist poli- 
tics, for it allows—even requires—that there can be no predetermined 
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or even predeterminable answer to the question, What am I obligated 
to do? In spite of the givenness of obligation, its mode of determina- 
tion must be pragmatic, “ad hoc, contextual, and local.”’ 

But then is it legitmate still to call this a theory? Is this really political 
theory anymore, which concerns itself with foundations and struc- 
tures of states and of the ideals that states embody, or with princi- 
ples, ideas, and values that guide and shape what we consider to be 
political? Or is this simply critical analysis, a contribution to the ni- 
hilistic tendencies of postmodernism to tear down and criticize with- 
out offering anything better? We are brought face to face with the 
dilemma that confronts the debate between modernism and post- 
modernism: What is theory? What is its role, its structure, form, and 
content? Or, even more provocatively (and perhaps disturbingly), as 
Glen Tinder asks, “What should political theory be now?” 

I believe that any answer to that question today will have to include 
some reference to both feminism and postmodernism; but the precise 
character of their relationship to each other is a subject for debate that 
has potentially wide-ranging implications for contemporary political 
theory. I believe that a growing number of feminist theorists agree 
with me that postmodernism has a great deal to offer feminists. And 
almost all also agree that there are some serious problems with the 
relationship between the two.’ Thus the debate is not really between 
feminism and postmodernism as I see it, for such a formulation is 
itself totalizing, assuming from the start that the two approaches are 
opposed and contradictory as well as assuming a unity and totality 
within each school. Rather, the debate is between feminist post- 
moderns and postmodern feminists. It is my position that there can 
be a postmodern feminism; that is, in order to realize its goals of 
deconstructing patriarchy and bringing women’s excluded voices in 
to be heard, feminist theory can and in fact must borrow from certain 
Strategies, insights, and methods that postmodern theories have 
made accessible and available. But by the same token there cannot be 
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a feminist postmodernism. The tenets of postmodern theory make the 
concept of woman, and hence feminism, impossible. Certainly there 
are significant differences among postmodern theories; for instance, 
the postmodernism of Jean Baudrillard offers helpful criticisms of a 
Foucauldian post-structuralism. But I use the term postmodernism in 
such a way as to link all kinds of postmodernism with post-structural- 
ism because I believe that the perils of post-structuralism in a sense 
take over all postmodern projects, making a feminist postmodernism 
impossible. The order of the terms is not a quibble but is very impor- 
tant to this point, for the noun’s relation to its modifier indicates the 
relative priority and, more important, the limits of the terms. With 
feminism as the substantive and postmodern as the modifier, the strate- 
gies of the latter shape and influence the former but can never come 
to redefine it out of its own parameters. Thus a postmodern feminism 
will always have something to do with revaluing women, even when 
that term does not have an essential, natural, unified, or timeless 
meaning. 

The crucial issue between postmodern feminism and feminist post- 
modernism focuses on different methodological approaches to the 
question of how to create new theories that recognize difference, par- 
ticularity, and individuality in genuine ways that neither totalize nor 
slip over into relativist oblivion. Thus the debate is not between two 
opposed entities but between—or among—those who slide toward 
(but not necessarily all the way to) different orientations on a contin- 
uum. This image may still appear to utilize a dualistic typology, in 
that every continuum has two opposed extremes, but that may justly 
be due to the caricatured forms in which feminism and postmodern- 
ism have been articulated and constructed and which form the cul- 
tural-intellectual context for understanding and defining them. It is to 
be hoped that reconceptualizing the debate in this new way will lead 
to a further reformulation of both feminism and postmodernism as 
existing in a web—a web that comprises many co-identities and 
strong similarities as well as very weak or distant connections and 
distinct differences. 


Notes toward a Postmodern Feminism 


Postmodern theory certainly demonstrates considerable resonance 
with the political model I have described. A claim that context, con- 
creteness, and particularity are crucial to a feminist understanding of 
politics locates feminism in postmodern methods. Although post- 
modern theories demonstrate many variances, all the different strains 
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of postmodern theory are “deconstructive; they seek to distance us 
from and make us skeptical about the ideas concerning truth, knowl- 
edge, power, history, self, and language that are often taken for 
granted within and serve as legitimations for contemporary Western 
culture.” This is obviously important to a variety of feminist enter- 
prises dedicated to displaying the ways in which mainstream political 
theory is really “malestream.” The chief effects of such deconstruction 
for the present work include the decentering of the liberal subject, the 
revelation that the universal “man” of liberal theory is a historically 
located subject with a particular race and class as well as gender. 
Postmodernism can help reveal that what has been claimed to be uni- 
versal, timeless, and true is actually particular and temporal, if not 
downright false. It helps uncover the ways in which the timeless and 
universal images of modern political theory, particularly the social 
contract and political obligation, in fact describe particular people of a 
particular race, gender, class, historical period, and culture. Indeed, it 
seeks to “replace the search for and enunciation of truth . . . with the 
art of conversation or persuasive speech,”" a redirection of theory 
and politics similar to what I have already suggested. 

Along these lines, the recognition of gender as a social construction 
is another element common to postmodern theories which a feminist 
methodology finds valuable. The problem of attributing certain “natu- 
ral” qualities to women—whether unrestrainable animal sexuality or 
modesty and shame, helpless weakness or maternal omnipotence, 
hopeless emotional irrationality or manipulative cunning, whether be- 
ing guardians of virtue or the devil’s temptress—is something for 
which feminists criticize modern political theory. The argument that 
gender is socially constructed—whether through socialization and 
role learning, through the psychosexual effects of a socially created 
institution of mother-only child rearing, or through attitudes toward 
and treatment of pregnancy and sexuality—is a powerful feminist 
tool for establishing and understanding the ways in which women’s 
identities have been made for them by men. But postmodern theory 
goes beyond this sociological notion of construction to a more deeply 
theoretical level concerning the ways in which language determines 
knowledge and creates power to the extent that it is virtually impossi- 
ble to see all the ways we are constructed. As Linda Alcoff describes 
it, “We are constructs—that is, our experience of our very subjectivity 
is a construct mediated by and/or grounded on a social discourse be- 
yond (way beyond) individual control. As Foucault puts it, we are 
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bodies ‘totally imprinted by history.’”” Postmodernism thus uncovers 
the ways in which women’s experiences and identities—including the 
standpoints of connection, context, and care—are shaped and de- 
fined not just by patriarchal practices and institutions but by patri- 
archal discourses as well. 

Like the standpoint epistemology utilized in earlier chapters, post- 
modernism is also concerned with the problem of duality; it seeks to 
reveal how the world is structured in terms of opposed pairs (or “bi- 
nary oppositions,” to borrow from Derrida) and to recognize how 
these dualities are not only artificial but perverting. They create real- 
ities that discipline people into certain identities which are not only 
not of their own making but are oppressive as well. Thus Susan Hek- 
man writes: “The strongest argument for a postmodern feminism is 
still that, unlike any other contemporary philosophical position, post- 
modernism attacks and seeks to overturn the polarities of western 
thought that have resulted in the inferior status of women. The post- 
modern position offers the only truly radical critique of that dichot- 
omy. Instead of attempting to reverse it . . . the postmoderns attempt 
to transcend it.”" 

I believe Hekman is in fact a feminist postmodern rather than a 
postmodern feminist, because she is dedicated to the goals and not 
just the methods of postmodernist enterprises. Her embrace of Der- 
rida in particular supports my belief, although Derrida himself offers 
methodological insights that are vital to a postmodern feminism. As 
Hekman argues, Derrida “supplies a reconceptualization of epis- 
temology that is uniquely suited to the demands of contemporary 
feminism.” Most obviously, he provides the method of deconstruc- 
tion, the negative approach utilized throughout this book. Particularly 
important is his attention to the deconstruction of the binary opposi- 
tions male-female, subject-object, self-other, in which the former is 
not only opposed but superior to the latter. Parallel to my own argu- 
ment in Chapter 5, Derrida challenges not merely dominant epis- 
temologies themselves but western conceptualizations of what can 
count as epistemology. For instance, my earlier argument that epis- 
temology and ontology are linked in important ways can be seen as 
somewhat Derridean. Indeed, that discussion, in which I argued that 
epistemology and ontology may be viewed as neither opposed nor 
coextensive but as overlapping and occupying shared space, invokes 
Derrida’s notion of “the in-between,” which Mary Poovey points out 
comes from Derrida’s concern with the deconstruction of binary op- 
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positions. She argues that the notion of “the in-between” suggests 
that it is the opposition itself, and not merely the things that are op- 
posed, that are social constructions." But I read this as further sug- 
gesting that the space between subject and object, self and other, male 
and female—between all the signifiers of paired oppositions—consti- 
tutes a separate meaning; and that meaning adheres not just to the 
words themselves but to the relationships the terms have to one an- 
other. Although this notion certainly coheres with the idea that the 
opposition of, say, male and female is itself a social construction, such 
a conception of meaning also challenges the ways in which we have 
previously looked for—and found—meaning, and thus radically al- 
ters not just how we think of what is represented by the term woman 
or man but how we think about our thinking about those terms. 

Derrida’s approach to theory creates a “politics of resistance”” that 
is useful to feminism. He has in mind particularly resistance to the 
totalizing fiction of a single, unified, and unitary truth that explains 
all peoples and cultures. As he writes in Spurs, “There is no such 
thing as a truth in itself. But only a surfeit of it. Even if it should be 
for me, about me, truth is plural.”” “Hence the heterogeneity of the 
text.” The absence of unified truth means that texts, such as political 
theories, have multiple meanings; they contain complex layerings of 
representation, and narrate multiple and multifaceted stories. But 
Derrida also seeks to resist a Hegelian dialectical approach wherein 
the opposed pairs create a synthesis through what he calls “undecid- 
ables, that is, unities of simulacrum, ‘false’ verbal properties (nominal 
or semantic) that can no longer be included within philosophical (bi- 
nary) opposition, but which, however, inhabit philosophical opposi- 
tion, resisting and disorganizng it, without ever constituting a third 
term, without ever leaving room for a solution in the form of specula- 
tive dialectics.” 

Derrida’s resistance to the restrictive categorization of gender fol- 
lows from this directly. In challenging the “will to truth,” Derrida is 
particularly concerned with issues of “the female.” Derrida introduces 
the notion of différance (spelled with an a) to indicate how in binary 
oppositions the two members of the pair, such as male-female, in- 
volve not just “difference” but also “deference,” that the dualism in- 
volves a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority, power and subjuga- 
tion. “Neither simply active nor simply passive,” différance attempts to 
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communicate the ways in which such differences between nature and 
culture, subject and object, and particularly men and women arè so- 
cial constructions which we daily perpetuate and participate in and 
yet have little control over.” In viewing women’s historical social con- 
struction as “ambiguous” in western “logocentric” epistemologies and 
ontologies, Derrida highlights the ways in which “phallocentric” cul- 
ture projects certain aspects of all humans, male and female, onto 
women alone. By then deconstructing “woman,” we learn not only 
what men and women are not but what we are as well. So for in- 
stance, in the quoted passage from Positions in which Derrida rejects 
dialectics, he discusses by way of illustration what Gayatri Spivak 
calls his “hymeneal fable”: “The hymen is neither confusion nor dis- 
tinction, neither identity nor difference, neither consummation nor 
virginity, neither the veil nor the unveiling, neither the inside nor the 
outside.” Linking problems of “representing the female” to truth, 
Derrida maintains: “There is no such thing as the truth of woman, but 
it is because of that abyssal divergence of the truth, because that un- 
truth is ‘truth.’ Woman is but one name for that untruth of truth.”” 

Immediately it sounds as if Derrida echoes Freud in his equation of 
women with ambiguity. Women are so vague, so ambiguous, that 
men find it impossible to figure them out. Women are dehumanized 
through the idealization and abstraction of desire and experience. But 
Hekman, Poovey, and others maintain that Derrida adopts metaphors 
of the feminine not to perpetuate the dehumanized, ethereal, and ide- 
alized conceptions of women that have pervaded philosophy and po- 
litical theory, but to highlight the ways in which what we have come 
to accept as reality or as natural is in fact not only artificial but the 
product of power. I find this argument persuasive. 

Derrida goes on to explain: “The credulous and dogmatic philos- 
pher who believes in the truth that is woman, who believes in truth 
just as he believes in woman, this philosopher has understood noth- 
ing. . . . Because, indeed, if woman is truth, she at least knows that 
there is no truth.”* Ironically, this passage invokes notions utilized by 
a feminist standpoint approach. Hartsock argues that women, by vir- 
tue of their oppressed status, are in a “superior” position to men be- 
cause they have available to them not only their own vision as op- 
pressed but also—because they are forced to engage in it—the vision 
of reality that the dominant ideology creates and promotes. For Der- 
rida it would seem that because women are the victims, so to speak, 
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of being forced to represent and embody a falsely universalizing set of 
characteristics or principles which have been labeled true—victims of 
“essentializing fetishes”*—they are in a superior position to under- 
stand that such truth does not exist, that what they are told they 
represent is not the reality that they live: “It rather is the ‘man’ who 
has decided to believe that his discourse on woman or truth might 
possibly be of any concern to her.”* 

Indeed, according to Hekman’s reading, Derrida in fact embraces a 
strategy that sounds quite similar to one proposed by Harding, which 
I discussed in Chapter 4, that feminists should confront the “meta- 
physical presuppositions” of patriarchal political thought in a two- 
stage process: first to reverse them, to elevate previously neglected 
and denigrated aspects of women’s lived experiences while pointing 
out the weaknesses and pathologies of the “male model”; and then 
second to explode them, so that we no longer have duality at all but 
multiplicity. As Derrida says in Positions: 


In a classical philosophical opposition we are not dealing with a peaceful 
coexistence of a vis-a-vis, but rather with a violent hierarchy. One of the 
two terms governs the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), or has the up- 
per hand. To deconstruct the opposition, first of all, is to overturn the 
hierarchy at a given moment. To overlook this phase of overturning is to 
forget the conflictual and subordinating structure of opposition. There- 
fore one might proceed too quickly to a neutraliziation that in practice 
would leave the previous field untouched, leaving one no hold on the 
previous opposition, thereby preventing any means of intervening in the 
field effectively. We know what always have been the practical (partic- 
ularly political) effects of immediately jumping beyond oppositions, and of 
protests in the simple form of neither this nor that.” 


This passage resonates considerably with my reading and use of a 
feminist standpoint approach. The goal of feminist obligation as | 
have developed it is not to replace a male-model rights orienation, or 
consent, with a female, care-centered notion of obligation simpliciter. 
Rather, it seeks to move beyond such oppositions. Where it perhaps 
falls short of Derrida’s prescription is that my approach may in fact 
seek third terms from the socially constructed yet dialectical opposi- 
tion of male and female, rights and care, freedom and obligation. It is 
true that I seek not a single third term but rather several; yet I believe 
that Derrida and postmodernism in general would reject this enter- 
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prise. (I discuss these disagreements with postmodernism in the fol- 
lowing section.) 

The rejection of overdetermined dualities as definitive of reality is a 
core concept for Foucault as well, who offers feminism valuable in- 
sights on the intersection of knowledge, discourse, and power, the 
social construction of sex as part of the construction of gender, the 
importance of recognizing and not repressing “difference,” and 
the necessity to deal in “local” rather than “global” knowledge. In all 
this, “Foucault opens space for feminist questions that have been 
obscured” by Enlightenment liberalism and other mainstream dis- 
courses.” Indeed, the notion of discourse, a term used broadly in 
feminist political theory and throughout this book, comes from 
Foucault's concept of how “the production of truth” stems from the 
“manifold relations of power which . . . constitute the social body, 
. . - We cannot exercise power except through the production of 
truth.”* Power in this sense is not conceived of as one person or 
institution acting on another, unidirectionally—this Foucault calls “vi- 
olence”—but rather is much more pervasive, diffuse, all-encompass- 
ing. It is not just the physical power of a master over a slave (although 
that is part of it) but the way in which the master creates reality for 
the slave, provides her not only with an identity but with language— 
discourses—that limits the terms the slave can use to define herself, 
limits which ensure that such definition will not only fall within the 
parameters of the discourse and hence the relationship of power but 
will advance and enlarge them. The relationship of power and knowl- 
edge is thus a totalizing one, for it creates reality itself (indeed, mod- 
ern discourse has allowed or required me to conceptualize reality as 
an itself, a tangible and hence perhaps definable thing). 

Although Foucault's emphasis on the social construction of truths 
and the rejection of the idea of one final truth has opened him to 
criticism for extreme relativism—a charge I pursue in the next sec- 
tion”—Foucault dissociates himself from such a view. He holds that 
the “struggle” of the critical theorist—the archaeologist of knowledge, 
the genealogist—is not “a skeptical or relativistic refusal of all verified 
truth. What is questioned is the way in which knowledge circulates 
and functions, its relations to power. In short, the régime du savoir.”™ 
Foucault is interested not in examining which truth claims are “in fact 
false” but rather in understanding how and why certain beliefs get to 
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be considered “truth” in the first place; what social relations and 
structures have existed in history and exist today that create condi- 
tions susceptible to particular constructions of human beings as indi- 
viduals. 

In this, Foucault’s most important insight for feminism is the meth- 
odological reforms, or perhaps revolution, he urges on theory. His 
approach engages in both archaeology—which is an analysis of “sub- 
jugated knowledge,” knowledge that is subverted and perverted by 
the claims and expressions of the dominant discourse(s)—and geneal- 
ogy, which involves using the (formerly) subjugated knowledge to 
know in new ways. Archaeology is thus akin to what I have called the 
negative dimensions of feminist critique, whereas genealogy is like 
the positive. But its particular aptness for feminism is that it engages 
us in a different kind of positive theory building altogether, one that 
avoids (insofar as possible) the trap I have identified of trying to 
construct new theories within the framework of old and structurally 
biased epistemologies. In fact, Foucault’s method is not to build or 
construct per se but rather to facilitate the unfolding of new under- 
standings. It is not theory as we normally understand the term so 
much as an “ongoing conceptualization . . . [which] implies critical 
thought—a constant checking.” Indeed, Foucault claims to create 
“neither a theory nor a methodology” but rather “a history of the 
different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made 
subjects.”” The focus on specificity—cultural, historical, geographi- 
cal—is central to Foucault's approach. Viewed as “a kind of attempt 
to emancipate historical knowledges,” genealogy is “based on a reac- 
tivation of local knowledge.”* So, for instance, a marxist interpreta- 
tion of madness would provide a universalized concept of man’s de- 
humanization through the alienating labor relations of capitalism and 
a set of relations that subverts all to production and hence must deac- 
tivate nonproductive people. But Foucault says such broad theories 
dehumanize and disempower those who are mad. What is needed to 
understand madness is to examine the family, the local and particular 
institutions, relations, and how “mechanisms of power . . . become 
economically advantageous and socially useful.”* But more than this, 
the contemporary institutions and conditions that create power must 
also be understood historically: “We need a historical awareness of our 
present circumstances.”* 
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4Ibid., p. 101. 
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Foucault seeks to alter radically the ways we think about, analyze, 
and create theory. His goal is to have us rethink the questions that we 
ask rather than the answers we come up with to the old questions. In 
his critique of the social science approach to the study of social and 
political institutions and practices, he asks, “What types of knowl- 
edge do you want to disqualify in the very instant of your demand: ‘Is 
it a science?’”* If we substitute the question, Is it gender and race 
neutral? we see that feminism is of course ostensibly not neutral. But 
we can also see (and indeed have seen in the preceding chapters) that 
the very method of disqualifying certain knowledges that “fail” the 
test of gender neutrality will then systematically obscure the fact that 
science, or liberal theory, or the other dominant discourses of the ex- 
isting disciplines are not themselves gender or race neutral at all but 
reflect particular biases. Foucault does not critique existing discourses 
for their failure to realize the goal of neutrality or objectivity; he criti- 
cizes the goal itself, saying that the point is simply to recognize the 
ways in which theories are informed by their particularities, and to be 
aware of what effects follow. 

The attention Foucault pays to sex has located him prominently in 
feminist critical theory; and applying his methodological insights to 
issues of sex and the body yield important loci for questions of gen- 
der. As Biddy Martin notes, for Foucault “the body does not give 
knowledge that is then merely transmitted by an essentially neutral 
language . . . discourse makes the body an object of knowledge and 
invests it with power. Our task, then, is not to search for the truth 
about sex, but to ask what is at stake in the historical question.”” This 
question of what is at stake parallels Foucault’s comments about sci- 
ence in the passage just quoted. Earlier I argued that the turn to ob- 
jectivity, central to the scientific turn in social and political analysis, is 
a historical phenomenon that is specifically gendered. Thus there is 
no surprise if Foucault's remarks about science reverberate directly 
with the feminist analysis engaged in this book. 

The implications for politics and political theory are manifold, as 
the observations Foucault makes about the body cohere with those he 
makes about political structures. As Flax notes, Foucault offers us the 
insight that “the modern state . . . depends on the creation and wide- 
spread acceptance of a fictive but persuasive account of ‘human na- 
ture’ and on the emergence of a group of ‘experts’ whose story about 
[the relation between human nature and political order] . . . will be 
considered authoritative and final,”* an insight certainly pursued in 
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the foregoing chapters. Thus Foucault locates the concept of right, 
which allegedly underlies western legal and moral systems—the legit- 
imacy of which is supposedly based in contemporary theory on its 
democratic nature—in the history of royal power; it derives from dis- 
ciplinary systems (that is, law) that were erected for the “profit” of 
royal power and “to serve as its instrument or justification.”” “When 
it comes to the general organization of the legal system in the West, it 
is essentially with the King, his rights, his power and its eventual 
limitations that one is dealing. . . . The essential role of the theory of 
right, from medieval times onward, was to fix the legitimacy of 
power.”” This observation is certainly not at odds with Hobbes, at the 
least, and is also consistent with the reading of Locke offered in 
Chapter 1. As I have argued about consent, such an elitist, or struc- 
turally biased—in terms of class and gender obviously (though Fou- 
cault talks only of kings, not queens) but possibly race as well—foun- 
dation for rights calls into question not only the legitimacy of using 
rights as a basis for inclusive, participatory democratic vision of poli- 
tics but its very possibility as well. Indeed, democracy itself is a poten- 
tially problematic idea if we pursue Foucault’s suspicions. This anal- 
ysis fits well with my earlier claims that rights are power claims, that 
a rights-based conceptual framework for obligation and freedom in- 
volve not autonomy in some abstract sense of freedom from external 
impediments but power as domination. Obligation, as defined by and 
within the social contract, is itself a relationship of power, a conclu- 
sion that challenges the very foundations of consent in the “natural 
freedom and equality” of all “men.” 

Yet Foucault’s primary concern is not with power per se but rather 
with the subject. Power is considered an essential means to under- 
standing the subject in the modern era. There are four notions of 
subject that Foucault at least tacitly incorporates into his various writ- 
ings. The first is the sense in which I have used the term throughout 
this book: the subject as a self, as an entity with desires, needs, ideas, 
and expressions. The second involves the idea of subjects as citizens, 
political obedients who are the “loyal subjects” of a monarch or gov- 
ernment. The third is a related notion of social subjection, which in- 
volves the power of the “normal” over “deviants,” particularly sexual 
deviants (including sexual “perverts” and prostitutes). The fourth 
sense lies in the modern notion of the object of study: the subjects in 
a psychology or medical experiment, the focus of analysis or discus- 
sion in a philosophical work (the subject of my book is political obli- 
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gation). Although the third sense could perhaps most comfortably 
encompass the patriarchal subjection of women to men, I believe that 
all four meanings are not only intertwined for Foucault but inter- 
dependent in their meanings. In “The Subject and Power” Foucault 
does not make this argument explicitly; indeed, he holds that “there 
are two meanings of the word subject: subject to someone else by con- 
trol and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a conscience or 
self-knowledge.” The subject of a sovereign and of study would be 
encompassed by the former, the subject as self constitutes the latter. 
Foucault also says that “both meanings suggest a form of power 
which subjugates and makes subject to.”*' Thus the ways in which I 
am a subject of my queen informs my subjectivity, my self-identity; 
and the ways in which social scientists and philosophers analyze and 
interpret my self-definition and my relation to my ruler—treat me as 
the subject of their inquiry—in turn affects those relations themselves 
as well as my self. 

This notion of how the different senses of subject intersect reveals 
the interconnections of knowledge, power, and identity. The modern 
state—that is, “since the eighteenth century,” thus already involving 
considerable overlap with the sovereign power discussed earlier— 
embodies “a new form of pastoral power,” a power that “implies a 
knowledge of the conscience and an ability to direct it.” The pastoral 
power of the modern state is a “totalizing” power structure which 
determines not only how we may live—what we may and may not do 
with impunity, the limits to freedom, the obligations of obedience— 
but also who and what we are. It is a “sophisticated structure” which 
creates the individual, who is “shaped in a new form, and submitted 
to a set of very specific patterns.” Thus the liberal state, for all its 
emphasis on the negative liberty of individualism, in fact requires one 
very specific meaning of individualism, one particular kind of individ- 
ual, and one kind alone; so we have not “government of and for the 
people” —of and for individuals—but rather the “government of indi- 
vidualization,” a totalizing structure that constructs the “objectivizing 
of the subject.” Thus the pastoral power of the modern state “is co- 
extensive and continuous with life; it is linked with a production of 
truth—the truth of the individual himself.”* 

For feminist political theorists interested in examining the questions 
of power and subjectivity Foucault raises, this means that rather than 
ask how philosophy is “able to fix limits to the rights of power,” we 
must ask instead, “what rules of right are implemented by the rela- 
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tions of power in the production of discourses of truth?”® Not only 
does his approach help theorists understand power in new ways— 
and hence affect the answers to the questions of power we have been 
asking all along—but it can help us redefine the questions them- 
selves, to think of and about power in new and different ways, to see 
it located in contexts and situations where before it was invisible (at 
least to theorists), to reconceptualize the entire political theoretical en- 
terprise. Thus philosophy, according to Foucault, must engage in 
modes of resistance and refusal. Its task is “not to discover what we 
are, but to refuse what we are . . . to imagine and to build up what 
we could be to get rid of . . . the simultaneous individualization and 
totalization of modern power structures. . . . We have to promote 
new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individu- 
ality which has been imposed on us for several centuries,”" It is pre- 
cisely such resistance that lies at the heart of feminist politics, and 
precisely the quest for such new subjectivity that informs the feminist 
attempt to construct political theory from the feminine model of rela- 
tional autonomy. 

Consistent with my version of feminist standpoint theory, Foucault 
conceptualizes social relations, and particularly power, as a network 
or web: power “circulates”; it is “exercised through a net-like organi- 
zation”; and individuals “are not only its inert or consenting target; 
they are always also the elements of its articulation . . . the vehicles of 
power, not its points of application.”* I have emphasized only and 
also to illustrate the methodological intersection of standpoint epis- 
temology with postmodernism. I have argued that the web imagery 
revealed by attention to women’s and other marginalized voices de- 
scribes many different (if not all) aspects of life, but the dominant 
discourses prevent us from seeing the interconnections and relation- 
ships among people, institutions, practices, and so forth. When we 
define the world in terms of a false model of linearity, power is hid- 
den, obscured, and in the process made even more dangerous and 
oppressive. It is the refusal to recognize the web—a refusal achieved 
in part through the silencing of women—that has produced the prob- 
lems of obligation, of liberalism, of “malestream” theory. 

Yet, just as I have argued that feminist theory seeks not merely to 
embrace a care model, to act out women’s experiences, but rather to 
theorize that experience critically in order to explore how care can 
shift the dynamics of understanding dominant discourses such as lib- 
eral obligation, so Foucault holds that seeing the webbed character of 
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power is not itself a solution, because the imposition of the “false” 
linear model of unidirectional power in turn structures the web. Its 
falseness creates its own “truth.” Like feminist standpoint epis- 
temologists, Foucault does not advocate the simplistic idea that con- 
ceiving power as a web in itself means that power is “democratically 
distributed.” Power has a mode of exercise, and some people do more 
exercising than others. Furthermore, some are able consistently to ex- 
ercise it over certain others. But this power is not only unidirectional: 
“The individual which power has constituted is at the same time its 
vehicle.”* The slave has some power vis-a-vis the master, as does the 
worker vis-a-vis the capitalist and women vis-a-vis men. But although 
the masters, capitalists, and men have more opportunity and ability 
to exercise power over the slaves, workers, and women, and do so in 
far more obvious ways that define discourses that encode reality— 
indeed, that construct slaves, workers, and women—to ignore the 
power of the marginalized, to view them completely as victim, is not 
only to rob them of the essential Enlightenment feature of human- 
ity—that is, agency—but also to misrepresent the dynamics of hu- 
man relations between the (relatively) powerful and (relatively) pow- 
erless as static, unitary, and monolithic. It is their position on the 
margins of the web that creates the potential for their empowerment, 
just as standpoint epistemology holds that the oppressed are able to 
see less falsely than the oppressor. 

Yet the comparison between marginality and oppression does not 
sit entirely comfortably, a point that may be made if we turn to an- 
other postmodern theorist. Ironically, in spite of his exhortations to 
“forget Foucault,” Jean Baudrillard provides a similar understanding 
of power. Reminding us of the “reversibility” of power,” he creates a 
useful picture of power not as zero sum at all but rather, in an inter- 
esting variation on Hartsock’s argument, as constitutive of exchange. 
“Power seduces, but not in the vulgar sense of a complicit form of 
desire on the part of those who are dominated . . . [but] by that 
reversibility which haunts it, and upon which a minimal symbolic 
cycle is set up.”” Viewing power in this way helps feminists become 
more aware of, and hence to be more critical of, the ways in which 
women’s apparent powerlessness and victimization are partly histori- 
cal products of their own actions, and how their oppression and mar- 
ginalization work together with their agency and power. Unfor- 
tunately, an example that borrows from modernist social mythology 


“Ibid., pp. 98-99. 
“Baudrillard (1987), p- 44. 


“Tbid., pp. 43-44. 


314 Rethinking Obligation 


best illustrates this point: if a poor black man rapes a wealthy white 
woman, the duality of victim/victimizer is not clear or simple, nor 
should it be.” The woman is not simply victim (of patriarchy, of mis- 
ogyny), because the power structure within which she participates (as 
wealthy and white) contributes to the context that allows, causes, in- 
vites, and/or permits men to rape. But neither does she determine or 
control that context; as a woman, she is a victim of male domination. 
She thus participates in a power structure (of race and class) that 
seems to privilege her but also disempowers her as a woman. Nor is 
the poor black man merely victim (of racism, of classism, of poverty); 
the rape, while in part an act of patriarchal power, itself contributes to 
the context that disempowers the rapist as poor and black. It allows 
the rapist as male to participate structurally in his own (dis)empower- 
ing. So, even as we avoid blaming the victim, such a conception of 
power allows us to recognize the complex, multiple layers of power: 
power is not unitary or unidirectional. Such a conceptualization also 
allows feminists and others to be aware, and hence self-critical, of the 
ways in which women and other apparently disempowered groups 
participate in perpetuating their own apparent powerlessness by fail- 
ing to see their location within networks of power. 

Although Baudrillard’s version of postmodernism seems in some 
ways to back off from the extreme nihilistic possibilities of post-struc- 
turalism, his approach also requires the development of new methods 
of theory, methods that have applicability to feminism. Arguing that 
sexual discourse is invented through repression rather than repres- 
sion being an effect of discourse, Baudrillard’s work sets forth a no- 
tion of theory very useful to feminism. “It is a good thing that terms 
lose their meaning at the limits of the text,” he writes. “This is what a 
theory should be at best, rather than a statement of some truth.”* The 
role of marginalization with respect to truth—or to the ability to see 
false truth claims more fully—is one that feminism can draw on. In- 
deed, part (though not the totality) of standpoint logic suggests that 
feminists must be on the margins, or in the position of the oppressed, 
to be able to continue to see clearly the dynamics of relations between 
men and women, powerful and powerless. Postmodernism, by high- 
lighting the liberation to be gained through marginalization, empow- 
ers women and other oppressed groups to excercise Kristeva’s nega- 


“Although rape most commonly occurs between men and women of the same race 
and class, it would be considerably more complex to illustrate my point through such 
examples, for they would ostensibly reduce questions of power to gender alone. The 
contrasting implications of the reverse scenario—say, a wealthy white man raping a 
poor woman of color—is presented in the next section. 
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tive function of critique, dissemination, and deconstruction. These 
activities cannot be adequately carried out from the center because 
then the critic or theorist is part of the very structure that she seeks to 
decompose; and her location within that structure will therefore pre- 
vent her from achieving her (erstwhile) goal. 

Jean-Francois Lyotard goes even further than Baudrillard—and per- 
haps even Foucault and Derrida—in his emphasis on marginality and 
the reluctance to construct new theories which may produce new 
truths. Indeed, Lyotard posits the relationship between modernism 
and postmodernism as another Enlightenment duality between “two 
kinds of knowledge . . . the positivist kind . . . [and] the critical, 
reflexive, or hermeneutic kind.” He holds that much postmodern 
theory is merely reactive, and hence overly determined by the mod- 
ernist methods and epistemology it seeks to critique. As a result, “this 
partition . . . attempts to resolve, but only reproduces” (p. 14) the 
duality of modernism. Thus theorists must continually work to oper- 
ate from the margins, to resist the temptation to claim “a viewpoint 
that is in principle immune from [the] allure” of totality, answers, 
“truth” (p. 12). 

Lyotard attempts to conduct new methods of theorizing that faith- 
fully embody postmodern principles of resistance. Of particular note 
is his emphasis on the narrative as a mode of theory. As Fredric Jam- 
eson points out in his introduction, in Lyotard’s work the “narrative 
is affirmed, not merely as a significant new field of research, but well 
beyond that as a central instance of the human mind and a mode of 
thinking fully as legitimate as that of abstract logic” (p. xi). Lyotard 
goes so far as to say, “Lamenting the ‘loss of meaning’ in postmoder- 
nity boils down to mourning the fact that knowledge is no longer 
principally narrative” (p. 26). It is not just the historical overemphasis 
on rationality but the focus on thinking and knowledge defined in 
very particular ways without any recognition of the fact that these 
ways are particular and not timeless or universal that is the danger of 
modernity. For humans become cut off from vital dimensions of their 
self-understanding; indeed, they come to understand themselves as 
selves without narration, without stories, and hence without histories. 
Lyotard thus seeks to restore narrative techniques to the status of 
legitmacy. Like the feminist literature drawn on in this book, narra- 
tive knowledge involves “speech acts . . , performed not only by the 
speaker, but also by the listener, as well as by the third party referred 
to” (p. 21). This communicative strategy seems to invoke feminist ide- 
als of mutuality and intersubjectivity, wherein through the process of 
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conversation others come to understand and develop themselves fur- 
ther as subjects. Lyotard argues that a community that practices nar- 
rative “finds the raw material for its social bond not only in the mean- 
ing of the narratives it recounts, but also in the act of reciting them” 
(p. 22). 

Like Foucault, Lyotard invokes images of a web or network of so- 
cial relations; according to Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson, for 
Lyotard “the social bond is a weave of crisscrossing threads of discur- 
sive practices, no single one of which runs continuously throughout 
the whole. Individuals are the nodes or posts where such practices 
intersect, and so they participate in many practices simultaneously. It 
follows that social identities are complex and heterogeneous.”* In- 
deed, it would be difficult to find another ready-made description of 
society any closer to the feminist political vision articulated in the pre- 
vious chapter than that offered by Lyotard: 


A self does not amount to much, but no self is an island; each exists in a 
fabric of relations that is now more complex and mobile than ever before. 
Young or old, man or woman, rich or poor, a person is always located at 
“nodal points” of specific communication circuits, however tiny these 
may be. Or better: one is always located at a post through which various 
kinds of messages pass. No one, not even the least privileged among us, 
is ever entirely powerless over the messages that traverse and position 
him at the post of sender, addressee, or referent. (p. 15) 


The approaches, methods, and ideas of Derrida, Foucault, Bau- 
drillard, and Lyotard are all helpful to the effort to give meaning to a 
feminist concept of obligation and to the notion of recognition 
through feminist conversation which lies at the heart of feminist par- 
ticipatory politics. I argued that one of the tasks of a feminist theory 
of obligation was to ask new questions; that the question, How does 
an obligation arise?—the central question of social contract theory— 
falls out of the picture, or at least to a secondary role, for this ques- 
tion is one of legitimation. Indeed, if all people are naturally free and 
equal, the central problem of modern political theory becomes pre- 
cisely one of legitimation: Under what conditions can restrictions on 
my liberty be legitimate? The goal of consent theory is to answer that 
question, to develop a single unifying and universal principle that 
constitutes the legitimacy of limiting freedom through the expression 
of freedom. The legitimating metanarrative of the social contract cre- 
ates a metadiscourse of human nature, natural rights, and the only 
possible political structure that can consistently represent those prem- 
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ises. And this justificatory representation is self-referential; that is, 
the dominant discourse’s credibility comes from its power, As Lyo- 
tard observes, “It has the means to become a reality, and that is all 
the proof it needs” (p. 12). 

In contrast, as I argued in the previous chapter feminist obligation 
looks to the content of obligations and works out the problem of legit- 
imacy—what obligations are to be met in what ways, what reasons 
for nonfulfillment are acceptable—through a mutualistic enterprise of 
communication and interaction. The idea that the process of conver- 
sation itself serves as legitimator hearkens to postmodern visions: “In 
the postmodern era legitimation becomes plural, local and immanent. 
In this era, there will necessarily be many discourses of legitimation 
dispersed among the plurality of first-order discursive practices. . . . 
Legitimation descends to the level of practice and becomes immanent 
in it.”® An emphasis on practice, particularity, concreteness, and con- 
text is a central element that postmodernism and feminism share. 

They also share the criticism of totality, homogeneity and unity. As 
Iris Young has pointed out, the idea of the civic public from ancient 
Greece through modern liberalism has given priority to concepts of 
unity as a precondition for political stability and hence political suc- 
cess. But this unity has always been a lie; it has relied on the “expul- 
sion of persons from the civic public in order to maintain its unity.”™ 
So people of color, women, foreign nationals, laborers, the poor, the 
uneducated have all been excluded from political participation in the 
name of order and stability. The concept of a genera] will, even in its 
Lockean liberal formulation of a public good, “itself results in exclu- 
sion.” In particular, as I have argued throughout this book, women 
must be excluded from political participation, for their particularism, 
their irrationality (that is, their supposed inability to take a general 
point of view), and their sexuality threaten to “undermine public de- 
liberation by fragmenting its unity.”* “The distinction between public 
and private as it appears in modern political theory expresses a will 
for homogeneity that necessitates the exclusion of many persons and 
groups, particularly women and racialized groups culturally identified 
with the body, wildness and irrationality.”” I have argued throughout 
that liberalism rests on a false unity that is derived from sexism as 
well as from classism and racism, that the exclusion of women, peo- 
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ple of color, workers and the poor are necessary foundations for the 
success of its logic as a political model. 

Thus a postmodern feminism is a powerful strategy for understand- 
ing the structural sexism of liberal theory. It can reveal that what ap- 
pears by modernist standards as “fragmentation, lack of organization, 
absence of a coherent and encompassing theory, and the inability to 
mount a frontal attack may very well represent fundamentally more 
radical and effective responses to the deployment of power in our 
society than the centralization and abstraction”* of “malestream” the- 
ory, including particularly liberal-democratic theories of political obli- 
gation. But postmodern feminism can also provide the tools for artic- 
ulating a new vision of political life like the participatory democracy I 
have begun to outline. The replacement of discourse with conversa- 
tion; the recognition of difference and multiplicity without a predeter- 
mined hierarchy of value; the ongoing awareness of the dangers of 
hegemony, totality, and unity and the complementary move toward 
being more self-critical, self-conscious, and self-reflexive in our theo- 
rizing; the recognition of the importance and power of marginality 
and the parallel requirement to listen to marginalized voices: all of 
these radically change the enterprise of theory itself, which I have 
argued feminism seeks to accomplish. Postmodern feminism can help 
feminist political theorists further develop their arguments on sexual 
difference and the need to attend to context and particularity; it can 
help articulate and bring about the theoretical turn to conversation I 
and others have advocated. Finally, postmodern feminism reveals (as 
Flax originally saw but later recanted)” that feminist standpoint epis- 
temology is itself a postmodern strategy, or at least a strategy that 
coheres with certain ideas crucial to postmodernism, suggesting even 
that object relations and gender psychology can, if used in ways that 
avoid reductive claims to universal truth, be effective tools of both 
deconstructive and reconstructive strategies. 


The Impossibility of a Feminist Postmodernism 


These last claims will be the most problematic ones for postmodern- 
ists. Admittedly, these positive elements of postmodern feminism are 
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really extrapolations from postmodernism; they are not themselves 
postmodern principles per se. The rendition of postmodern theory 
offered here may, by some accounts, be a misrepresentation. In the 
act of using postmodern to modify feminism, the meaning of post- 
modernism itself is changed. For instance, I noted in Chapter 4 that 
although postmodern feminism considers itself intensely political, 
postmodernism itself may be postpolitical. Does this mean that post- 
modernist ideas cannot be taken beyond their authorial intent and 
applied to feminist political purposes? To be consistent with post- 
modernism, they must: deconstruction does not allow certain sets of 
meanings to be prima facie excluded or limited by an author’s sup- 
posed intent. In this, the strategy is very useful to my own project of 
deconstructing liberal obligation theory, rooting out the structural ele- 
ments of gender bias that have founded politics on women’s exclu- 
sion, and attempting to salvage—and simultaneously redefine—cer- 
tain dimensions of liberalism, such as agency and choice, that are 
important legacies of the historical turn away from divine right. 

Yet obviously at the same time postmodernism cannot be used in 
this way. The project of empowering women that lies at the heart of 
feminist politics is antithetical to the entire post-structuralist enter- 
prise. My account of postmodern insights has been pursued from the 
specific perspective of one who adopts a feminist standpoint epis- 
temological approach. I read this theory “like a feminist”” and look to 
the dimensions and elements of postmodern theory that can help 
feminist theory. But a strict postmodern theorist might argue that the 
four theorists I have just discussed would strongly object to my draw- 
ing connections between their theories and a feminist standpoint ap- 
proach, arguing that the fact that I can draw such connections in and 
of itself suggests that I have misread their theories. Do these theories 
in fact make themselves inaccessible to feminist concerns? In the pro- 
cess of developing a postmodern feminism, a feminism that borrows 
from postmodern insights, is the “postmodern” part of the label dis- 
torted, turned into something else? And furthermore, can we reverse 
the order and have a feminist postmodernism, an approach that asks 
what feminism can contribute to the postmodern enterprise? 

Lyotard is a particularly appropriate theorist of whom to ask these 
questions, because of all the postmodern theorists I have discussed, 
he seems the most willing to carry postmodern theory to its logical 
extreme. For even narratives, as Lyotard points out in The Postmodern 
Condition, have an inherent tendency toward power insofar as they 
“determine criteria of competence and/or illustrate how they are to be 
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applied” (p. 23). Since we cannot “judge the existence or validity of 
narrative knowledge on the basis of scientific knowledge” because 
“the relevant criteria are different” (p. 26), narratives “are legitimated 
by the simple fact that they do what they do” (p. 26). Thus Lyotard 
exposes a two-pronged dilemma. On the one hand, as in modernism, 
the concern of narratives with legitimacy is a question of power, and 
one that threatens to totalize: “It has the means to become a reality, 
and that is all the proof it needs” (p. 12). On the other hand, the 
theorist committed to postmodern principles cannot even compare 
narratives, or cultures, or language games, without drowning in a sea 
of relativism. As Charles Taylor argues (about Foucault, though the 
point applies to Lyotard and Derrida as well), “For all the connection, 
transitions are between incommensurables.”*" Hence Derrida holds 
that “dissemination,” which Flax describes as “a constant and open- 
ended disruption and displacement of a text’s authority through in- 
terventions that create an infinite stream of interpretations and mean- 
ings for it,”® is the preferred task of theory, for it allows for the many 
contradictory readings that a text can give rise to and prevents any 
authoritative claim to the “correct” interpretation. Lyotard, perhaps 
going even further, concludes that “all we can do is gaze in wonder- 
ment at the diversity of discursive species” (p. 26). 

Lyotard himself may not like my claim that such a critic is “drown- 
ing.” He champions postmodernism’s dedication to marginality and 
uncertainty. But from a feminist perspective in particular, “gazing in 
wonderment” does little to address the very real, concrete political 
realities of women’s lives. As Flax notes, “It is questionable whether 
any of the spaces opened up by postmodernism would be comfort- 
able to or inhabitable by those concerned with issues of gender and 
gender justice.”“ Indeed, she holds that “the absence or disappear- 
ance of concrete women and gender relations [from postmodern the- 
ory] suggests the possibility that postmodernism is not only or simply 
opposed to phallocentrism but may also be ‘its latest ruse.’”* Indeed, 
from the perspective of object relations theory, where there is no self 
more threatening than a female self, Flax points out that postmoder- 
nism can be seen as another attempt “to evade, deny or repress the 
importance of early childhood experiences, especially mother-child re- 
lationships, in the constitution of the self and the culture more gener- 
ally.” 
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The problem with a feminist postmodernism is that postmodernism 
deconstructs itself because there is nothing for it to hold on to. In its 
efforts to decenter the subject, to recognize the ways in which no 
one—as woman, man, black, lesbian, white—creates his or her own 
identity but all are disciplined to be certain things and to live in cer- 
tain ways, postmodernism, and post-structuralism in particular, “re- 
ject the possibility of defining women as such at all.” They also reject 
the possibility of feminist theory, which also makes feminist post- 
modernism such a problematic concept. As Lyotard’s theory most ob- 
viously demonstrates, postmodern approaches rule out “the sort of 
larger-scale, normative political theorizing” inherent in, say, a theory 
of participatory democracy such as the one articulated in the previ- 
ous chapter.” In “true” postmodern fashion, “there is no place in 
Lyotard’s universe . . . for critique of broad-based relations of domi- 
nance and subordination along lines like gender, race and class.” 
The conversational participatory democracy outlined in the preceding 
chapter, then, in spite of the lengths to which I have gone to demon- 
strate how it depends on postmodern insights, might well be consid- 
ered by Lyotard and other postmoderns as a leftover project of the 
Enlightenment. 

Yet as Taylor and others observe, this strictly negative function of 
postmodernism—its deconstruction without a parallel reconstruc- 
tion—threatens nihilism. Hekman, who offers some of the strongest 
resistance to this charge, admits that “the newness and radicalness of 
[Derrida’s] approach entails that exactly what this new way of talking 
.. . will be is as yet unclear. It also entails that the politics implicit in 
this approach are unspecified.” Feminist projects certainly are—and 
should be—largely sympathetic to the problems and challenges of 
constructing new political and social meanings to replace the old. For 
decades feminism has involved itself primarily in the deconstruction 
of patriarchy, of institutions that are sexist in their very structure, in 
the gender bias of our dominant epistemologies and ontologies. Yet, 
as the question with which I closed Chapter 5 indicates, we continu- 
ally want to know what will come in place of what is torn down. This 
nature-abhors-a-(theoretical)-vacuum approach may well be a legacy 
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of the Enlightenment, a continued testimony to our misguided and 
self-destructive tendencies to create new hegemonies to replace the 
old; but from a feminist perspective, it is a vital move. 

Fraser and Nicholson would seem to concur. While agreeing with 
the postmodern rejection of metadiscourse and critiquing much of 
feminist theory, including Chodorow and Gilligan, for falling prey to 
the sins of “quasi-metanarratives,” they also hold out hope for “large 
narratives.” I read their argument as being more consistent with the 
standpoints approach to theory I articulated earlier—that shared ex- 
periences and commonalities can provide the basis for shared stories 
that simultaneously preserve the differences contained in the com- 
monality, and hence do not essentially reduce themselves to the com- 
mon elements—than with postmodernism per se (hence they may be 
postmodern feminists). They point out that Lyotard “goes too quickly 
from the premise that Philosophy cannot ground social criticism to 
the conclusion that criticism itself must be local, ad hoc, and non-theo- 
retical,” that is, that we could have no “feminist” theory—or any 
other kind, for that matter. Lyotard “throws out the baby of large 
historical narrative with the bathwater of philosophical metanarrative 
and the baby of social-theoretical analysis of large-scale inequalities 
with the bathwater of reductive Marxian class theory. Moreover, 
these allegedly illegitimate babies do not in fact remain excluded. 
They return like the repressed within the very genres of postmodern 
social criticism with which Lyotard intends to replace them.”” 

Even more significantly, however, Lyotard also slips in a very par- 
ticularized and masculinist construction of reality when he places 
“agonistics” at the heart of social relations as they are defined and 
constituted in and through language games (p. 16). The “accepted 
language” is the “adversary” to the critical theorist (p. 10). As my 
earlier chapters made clear, such a construal of language and epis- 
temology betrays at least in part a gendered orientation. This in itself 
does not necessarily trouble the postmodern, as we are all socially 
constructed into genders by our totalizing societies. But Lyotard pre- 
sents this as if agonistics is inevitable, even natural. At the very least, 
Lyotard’s failure to be self-conscious and self-critical of the gendered 
dimensions of his position and argument means that he fails to re- 
spond to his own theoretical exhortations. 

Derrida similarly slips over into sexism. He certainly is antifeminist; 
“They too are men, those women feminists so derided by Nietzsche. 
Feminism is nothing but the operation of a woman who aspires to be 
like a man. And in order to resemble the masculine dogmatic philos- 
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opher this woman lays claim—just as much claim as he—to truth, 
science and objectivity in all their castrated delusions of virility. Femi- 
nism too seeks to castrate. It wants a castrated woman.”” Derrida 
sees feminism reductively as the effort to replace an androcentric he- 
gemony with a gynocentric one. 

In his defense Hekman points out that Derrida “is attacking a par- 
ticular form of feminism,” namely one “that attempts to replace the 
unitary masculinist epistemology with an equally unitary feminist 
epistemology.” Such a feminism will find itself locked into the very 
dualities that ensure women’s inferiority. In stopping at the step of 
inverting dualities, and not moving on to their transcendence, this 
kind of feminism finds itself trapped in the same “logocentric closure” 
it seeks to end.” Yet Hekman also seems to include most kinds of 
feminism in this category, indeed, any feminism that is not post- 
modern. Although she argues that there is a strong convergence be- 
tween postmodernism and feminism, thus suggesting an equal and 
reciprocal relationship between the two, in fact the structure of her 
argument ensures that the former sets boundaries to her discourse 
while the latter merely influences that discourse. In adhering to a 
strict reading of postmodernism, she regards most feminists as resist- 
ing postmodernism, a move she sees as misguided and self-defeating. 
At the base of most feminist theory, she argues, is a desire to retain 
the Cartesian subject and other elements of modernist philosophy 
which have at their own base the subjection of women. She criticizes 
feminist standpoint theory in particular because, she says, it seeks to 
reverse dualities such as male-female rather than eliminate them. Re- 
versing dualities, she points out, is impossible; it merely ensures the 
continued existence of the duality without truly challenging the foun- 
dational hierarchy. So, for instance, in asserting the importance of 
care, she would say, feminists perpetuate essentialist arguments 
about women’s nature without at all disempowering the oppressive 
force of rights and rules. 

But the circularity of such an argument is apparent. Hekman holds 
that feminist methods that do not start from postmodernism—that do 
not adopt the parameters set by postmodernism and bring feminism 
in only as a modifier—will inevitably revert to the phallocratic notions 
of subject and self of masculinist modernism that are premised on the 
inferiority of women. Such so-called feminism is automatically de- 
fined as self-defeating and hence antifeminist. Not only is this femi- 
nist postmodernism antithetical to the ideal of multiplicity and pluri- 
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vocality which postmodernism seeks to further but it is blind to the 
ways in which postmodern theory is itself premised on women’s infe- 
riority. It presents a double bind for feminists, because postmodern- 
ism requires that we deconstruct woman; but because women are an 
oppressed class of people, the danger of invisibility is precisely the 
problem that feminism needs to address. 

Indeed, Derrida proscribes a feminist postmodernism (as well as a 
postmodern feminism) by prohibiting women’s self-definition and 
self-identity. Even further, he implicitly assumes the task, even as he 
denies it, of defining women himself. Derrida may use feminine pro- 
nouns and metaphors “in order to break the binary oppositions of 
phallocratic thought,”” but in the process he slips in a gender-biased 
picture of social relations, power, and text. For instance, his “hy- 
meneal fable” can be seen as very much a masculinist account, not a 
feminist account certainly, and not even a multiple one. Derrida holds 
that the hymen as a location of ambiguity is “neither the inside nor 
the outside”;”* but this can make sense only from the perspective of 
the phallus. The hymen may be and has been constructed as a bar- 
rier—an “outside”—to the phallus’s penetration of the “inside,” that 
is, the female body. But to a woman the hymen is very much inside, 
not outside, as the example of rape makes clear. Viewing the hymen 
as Derrida suggests is thus exceedingly phallocentric, to use Derrida’s 
own terms; it can be seen once again as an attempt by a masculinist 
discourse to use women’s fragmented body parts—vagina, hymen, 
labia—as abstract metaphors to construct its own representation of 
reality. Certainly such a construction of the hymen also may challenge 
the “linear, unitary, phallocratic ‘will to truth’” with “a sign of fusion 
[that] . . . abolishes opposition and difference”;” but it is a masculinist 
representation of such an endeavor. 

Perhaps women represent, or even can represent, ambiguity for 
Derrida only because Derrida is male; for after all, if the ambiguity 
stems from social constructions of gender, are men really any less 
ambiguous? If the hymen is as much “outside” as “inside,” the 
phallus is as much “inside”—connected to and constitutive of the 
most intimate of self-conceptions—as “outside.” The alignment of 
women with ambiguity echoes Freud’s confusion about women, the 
patriarchal view of woman as mystery. Certainly, Derrida’s explicit 
recognition of this mysteriousness as social construction is an advance 
over Freud's naturalistic puzzlement. Derrida is saying that what has 
historically been attributed to women embodies certain aspects of 
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both men and women, making relevant the question why this has 
happened. If “truth, like woman, is plural,” then “what ‘woman’ rep- 
resents . . . [is] consistent with [Derrida’s] effort to deconstruct the 
will to truth.” Yet the problem remains. For in order to empower 
women, or to enable women to realize the power that they already 
have to end their disciplining, feminists need to construct the cate- 
gory of woman and to search for identity, and this Derrida will not 
allow, except possibly, as I noted earlier, as a short-term political 
stage in reversing the male-female duality before then exploding it. 
But the problem with this short-term strategy is that it contradicts 
Derrida’s warnings about essentialism. Even a temporary claim to 
such a definition feeds the will to truth, for we may easily forget that 
this definition was intended to be a temporary strategy. Indeed, ac- 
cording to postmodern tenets, we will be compelled to forget by the 
logic of the discourse. Indeed, that is the whole point of feminist 
postmodernism’s rejection of standpoint approaches. At the same 
time, from a feminist perspective this two-part strategy would end up 
at a different point from that which Derrida asserts; that is, the “ex- 
plosion” would mean not necessarily the end of the subject but rather 
a world in which subjects can see and define themselves in and 
through relationships. 

Similarly, in Forget Foucault, the logic of Baudrillard’s argument may 
compel him to go too far for feminism when he says that the revers- 
ibility of power leads to the conclusion that “dominators and domi- 
nated exist no more than victims and executioners. (While exploiters 
and exploited do in fact exist, they are on different sides because 
there is no reversibility in production, which is precisely the point: 
nothing essential happens at that level.)”” This notion would in fact 
trivialize the rape of the wealthy white woman by the poor black 
man. Furthermore, if a disabled Hispanic woman were raped or oth- 
erwise sexually harassed by her white male employer, or if a third 
world woman were killed in a snuff film produced by white men, it 
would be hard to see such power relationships as reversible. They 
appear one-sided after all, or at least lopsided enough to make talk 
about the woman’s “power” rather disingenuous. Furthermore, Bau- 
drillard’s problematic views of female sexuality and pornography also 
force feminists to question the usefulness and applicability of his the- 
ory.” So the danger of reduction, and the possibilities for structural 
sexism that this allows, pervades Baudrillard’s work as it does post- 
modern theory in general. 
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The most problematic postmodern, in my view, because potentially 
the most helpful as well, is Foucault. I would not go so far as to 
agree with Balbus that a “Foucauldian feminism is a contradiction in 
terms,”” primarily because I do not think that Balbus gives sufficient 
credit to the ways in which Foucault highlights gender as a social 
construction. But Balbus’s point that Foucault rejects psychoanalysis 
as a totalizing discourse presents obvious problems for my earlier at- 
tempt to claim Foucauldian insights for my postmodern feminism. 
Like other postmodern theorists, in his challenge to the modern sub- 
ject Foucault may go too far to sustain feminism. “Foucault ‘dis- 
penses’ . . . with individual identity tout court’”* and indeed requires 
us to struggle against identity: “An attachment to an identity that one 
recognizes and is recognized by others is . , . the result of the form of 
interactions peculiar to the technologies of the self that proliferate in 
the contemporary disciplinary society. . . . ‘Nothing in man—not 
even his body—is sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-rec- 
ognition or for understanding other men.’”" The problem that Balbus 
identifies is that Foucault makes patriarchy an impossible target for 
feminism: “His ban on ‘continuous history’ would make it impossible 
for women even to speak of the historically universal misogyny from 
which they have suffered and against which they have struggled.”* 

In short, for Foucault identity equals unfreedom, or totalizing disci- 
pline. Yet the challenge of claiming identity, I have argued, is part of 
the enterprise of feminism. The tension between Foucault and femi- 
nism, I believe, lies in the fact that the identity that Foucault rejects is 
object relations theory’s male model of identity. By constituting au- 
tonomy as opposed to community and by defining the community as 
inevitably disciplining and totalizing, Foucault buys into the not-other 
conception of identity. Foucault produces an abstraction that repli- 
cates “the androcentric and fundamentally humanist universalizing 
‘I,’ this time in the apparent form of the ‘Not-I.'”" He does not even 
consider a female model of identity, in which “community and auton- 
omy are not only not inconsistent, but are, in fact, mutually constitu- 
tive.” 

Although this argument may display some psychoanalytic circu- 
larity and threatens a breakdown in communication between the kind 
of feminism developed in this book and Foucault’s postmodernism, it 


“Balbus (1987), p. 110. 

“Tbid., p. 117. 

“Ibid., pp. 117-18, quoting Foucault, Language, Countermemory, and Practice; emphasis 
added. 

“Ibid., p. 120. 

"Martin (1988), p. 17. 

“Balbus (1987), p. 126. 


Afterword 327 


also points to the same kinds of objections to other theorists that I 
identified earlier. Foucault operates from a highly gendered point of 
view even as he denies such a possibility. For instance, in his History 
of Sexuality he seeks to understand sexuality as constructed and disci- 
plined by law and social institutions, and he advocates alteration of 
this situation to remove sexuality from the domain of law. Rape, 
then, would be punished not as a sex crime but as a crime of assault. 
Yet in taking the sex out of rape, Foucault denies the ways in which 
men and women are treated differently by society as having different 
sexual identities; and he thus denies the reality that such social con- 
structions create. For even though rape is an assault (that is, an act of 
violence), it is also an act of sex, and women are raped by men far 
more commonly than men are raped by either men or women. Would 
changing the prosecution of rape lower its incidence? Make it more 
“democratic” among its victims and perpetrators? Foucault's goal in 
desexualizing rape is to break down the power/knowledge monopoly 
of state authority, but such an abstraction of power ignores the con- 
crete realities of rape. 

In a similar vein, Linda Alcoff points out that Foucault’s decon- 
struction of the subject with an authentic core means that “there is no 
repression in the humanist sense.” Although “subjective experiences 
are determined in some sense by macro forces,” and even though 
Foucault's concept of power, like Baudrillard’s, entails a notion of re- 
versibility, for Foucault we basically cannot and do not choose who 
we are. “As Derrida and Foucault like to remind us, individual mo- 
tivation and intentions count for nil or almost nil in the scheme of 
social reality.”” The idea that humans are constructs of discourses 
beyond their control is a powerful insight to help feminists and other 
critical theorists understand and cut through the mythologizing 
claims to truth of liberalism and other schools of modern political the- 
ory; yet the parallel recognition that we also do choose must be made. 
As Taylor puts it, “There not only can be but must be something be- 
tween total subjectivism on one hand . . . and the strange Schopen- 
hauerianism-without-the-will in which Foucault leaves us.”* An im- 
portant contribution of feminism has been to reveal the ways in 
which women have been denied opportunities to choose, to consent, 
even though it also urges us to redefine and reconceptualize such 
terms. That has involved the revelation of consent ideology as a total- 
izing fiction which mischaracterizes obligation and the nature of hu- 
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man relations. Worse, that mischaracterization in turn depends on 
the active as well as the larger-scale institutional, societal, discursive 
oppression and disciplining of women. To then deny women the 
toals of choice and means of consent by declaring them to be part of a 
discourse that oppresses us all, to claim that there is no “self” to do 
this choosing anyhow, goes beyond disingenuous to dangerous. The 
demand that women be provided more opportunities to make choices 
cannot be dismissed so easily without raising questions of whether 
masculinist hegemony is merely being perpetuated in a new guise. 

These particular examples of postmodern sexism, however, stem 
not from individual theorists’ failure to implement postmodern princi- 
ples successfully but from the logic of postmodernism itself. The over- 
riding problem with postmodernism, in my view, is that when we 
focus on difference and particularity to the exclusion of commonality 
and sharing, the concept of theory itself implodes. Because no two 
experiences are ever exactly alike, there can never be any sort of com- 
mon ground for the development of theory; or rather, there are so 
many narratives that they can never form social wholes but only “so- 
cial holes.” As I argued earlier, the beauty of adopting feminist stand- 
points is that while recognizing difference, particularity, and context, 
we can also set certain limits on what can count as a feminist stand- 
point. This approach does not mean that there is some universal and 
timeless conception of feminism or femaleness, any more than it 
means there is “Truth.” But it is immanently pragmatic in that it does 
provide certain grounds for a particular group of people—say, mem- 
bers of a participatory democracy—to make decisions and judgments 
about the kinds of views that it will allow to guide common action, 
that it will allow to (at least temporarily) occupy the center of the web 
called politics (inherently nonrecognizing views are antifeminist, for 
instance). Alcoff’s and de Lauretis’s parallel arguments that the no- 
tion of women constitutes positions rather than a unitary collection of 
attributes echo this notion of standpoints. Feminism constitutes cer- 
tain perspectives and positions which are influenced not by timeless 
and universal characteristics but by temporal, material dynamics, 
which shape individuals’ own assessments and understandings of 
their positions.” 

The postmodern notion that “the category ‘woman’ is a fiction and 
that feminist efforts must be directed toward dismantling this fic- 
tion”™ is as problematic as it is helpful, suggesting the dangers of 
relativism that loom large for any kind of postmodernism, feminist or 
otherwise. As I noted earlier, writers such as Elizabeth Spelman chal- 
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lenge the idea that theorists can draw any conclusions about women 
without knowing a variety of details about the particular individuals 
involved; and in her article with Maria Lugones the challenge arises 
as to whether any theorist of a particular race, class, sexual orienta- 
tion, cultural specificity, condition of physical ability, and so forth can 
ever actually know these other details without engaging in a dan- 
gerous imperialism.” 

But is it accurate to say that women are entirely different from one 
another? Does not the wealthy white woman suffer emotionally from 
abortion as well as the poor Chicana? The fact that abortion is more 
difficult for the latter because wealth affords more protection, or that 
Hispanic religious and traditional culture present more social and per- 
haps psychological restrictions than, say, some sects of Protestantism 
and certainly than agnosticism: these factors create differences that 
feminists want to recognize. And perhaps such recognition will lead 
to the conclusion that the Chicana deserves more of society’s collec- 
tive resources. But does that allow feminists to deny the pain felt by 
the former or to deny the shared qualities of the women’s experi- 
ences? And what about the woman without ovaries or a vagina, who 
will never even need an abortion; what is it that makes her call herself 
woman and allows others to do likewise? She at least shares a certain 
cultural treatment as woman; and although she may suffer psycho- 
logical pain, fear, deprivation, ostracism, and doubt from such treat- 
ment (“I can’t conceive; am I a real woman?”) even as she may not be 
directly affected by abortion policy, there is also much to be shared. 
The fact that such differences exist within cultures that treat all 
women the same, that ignores those differences, does create a certain 
commonality of experience. 

In other words, although recognition and conversation must—not 
merely morally but in the logic of the process—address, recognize, 
and include differences, it is just as faulty to overemphasize differ- 
ence and forget the sharedness and similarity that is often a part of 
difference. Works like Spelman’s reduce the problems of sameness by 
holding it to be essentialist in the most extreme form, What she calls 
“plethoraphobia [is] a series of related questions: Is there a oneness in 
all this manyness? Is there something all women have in common 
despite (or maybe even because of) their differences? A thread run- 
ning through all our accounts of our lives? An underlying identity as 
women? .. . A shared viewpoint?”” I agree with her that “we'd have 
to have more than superficial knowledge about one another to answer 
these questions,” but we can also in some measure answer it right off 
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the bat: no, we do not have a oneness or an identity. Criticisms of the 
feminist standpoint reduce and misread the argument by claiming it 
holds that there is one single standpoint for all feminists, if not for all 
women; understanding it as allowing, even demanding, multiple 
feminist standpoints yields a reading of the theory that is not only 
more accurate but also much more useful to feminism than either a 
reductive essentialism or a totally decentered deconstruction. Like the 
notion of family resemblances which I argued is found in identity 
politics, the “thing called woman” embraces a multiplicity of experi- 
ences and yet is nevertheless identifiable. Not every woman—indeed, 
hardly any woman—demonstrates a one-to-one correlation with any 
other; but there are shared characteristics and experiences that link 
each woman directly to some other women, and through implementa- 
tion of a web imagery indirectly to all. I may share the experience of 
being a poor black woman with other women, some of whom are also 
poor and black women, some of whom are poor and white, some of 
whom are black and middle class. The black middle-class woman may 
share some commonalities with white middle-class women, even as 
her commonalities with these other groups strongly differentiate her 
from the white bourgeoise. Can this middle-class black woman pro- 
vide a certain link between the white bourgeoise and the poor black 
woman, particularly on shared but differently grounded issues such 
as child care, abortion, sexual violence, and comparable worth? If, as 
a Native American heterosexual welfare mother I am raped, I am 
likely to experience that quite differently from a Chicana lesbian attor- 
ney, not only because of differences in who we are but also in the 
experience of the rape itself: the age, race, class of the rapist, the 
violence and context of the rape, and so forth. But as rape crisis coun- 
selors will remind us, there is also much we share. 

Postmodern approaches disempower women by preventing any 
discussion of these similarities, and by doing so they prevent women 
from creating theories that articulate that experience. As Robert 
Scholes argues, deconstruction “falters when faced with the need to 
take action in the ethico-political realm, because it cannot shake its 
‘de’ in order to make constructive moves.”” And as de Lauretis points 
out, any “essential difference” of women is “not a difference between 
woman and man, nor a difference inherent in ‘woman's nature’ (in 
woman as nature), but a difference in the feminist conception of 
woman, women, and the world.” 


It is what makes the thinking “feminist,” and what constitutes certain 
ways of thinking, certain practices of writing, reading, imagining, relat- 
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ing, acting, etc., into the historically diverse and culturally hetero- 
geneous social movement which, qualifiers and distinctions not with- 
standing . . . we continue with good reasons to call feminism. Another 
way to say this is that the essential difference of feminism lies in its 
historical specificity—the particular conditions of its emergence and de- 
velopment . . . the absolute novelty of its radical challenge to social life 
itself. . . . The term [essentialism] serves less the purposes of effective 
criticism in the ongoing elaboration of feminist theory than those of con- 
venience, conceptual simplification, or academic legitimation.™ 


It is intellectually unfair, not to mention disingenuous, to accuse 
any kind of feminist theory of the same degree of hegemony, racism, 
classism, and so forth as the white male western tradition “located at 
the center of power, at the intersection of three separate axes of privi- 
lege—race, class, and gender. . . . Feminist theory—even the work of 
white, upper-class women—is not located at the center of cultural 
power.” Such women as a group tend to have more power than 
women of color as a group, and that is something that feminist theory 
needs to acknowledge. But they are also, vis-a-vis men of all races 
and classes, and particularly upper-class white men, oppressed in 
particular ways related to the fact that they are (socially constructed 
as) women. Indeed, if my earlier arguments are correct, even white 
middle-class women should be much more attuned than masculinist 
post-Enlightenment theorists to claims that they have excluded 
others, It is not insignificant that the feminist movement as it was 
originally formulated as a white middle-class movement is readily em- 
bracing debates about inclusion and exclusion concerning race, class, 
age, sexual orientation, and so forth, while men’s leftist movements 
of the past several decades—black power, civil rights, antiwar, stu- 
dent protest, marxist, social democratic—rarely (if ever) accepted or 
even took seriously issues of gender and sex. Certainly feminism’s 
inclusiveness is far from complete, and feminism is vulnerable to all 
sorts of hidden biases; but compare this with a “malestream” world, 
be it politics, academia, or business, where “even” upper-class, 
young, white, heterosexual women are having extreme difficulties in 
finding any sort of legitimacy as women. The rage that excluded 
groups have visited on feminism raises questions about the return of 
the repressed within feminism. Perhaps women feel safer venting 
their rage against one another than they do expressing it to the real 
purveyors of power. 

The access of the excluded to dominant discourses is an advance 
that postmodernism has helped feminism realize. But we would be 
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foolish not to recognize that the issue of difference raised by post- 
modern theory holds as many dangers for feminism as helpful in- 
sights. Too much emphasis on difference can produce “an Other who 
is an exotic alien, a breed apart,”* a being with whom communication 
is absolutely impossible, almost in a return to the solipsism of Des- 
cartes’s “cogito,” and certainly echoing the oppositional difference of 
women to men in modern theory. At the same time, as Susan Bordo 
points out, feminist postmodernism advocates the “dogma that the 
only ‘correct’ perspective on race, class, and gender is the affirmation 
of difference; this dogma reveals itself in criticisms which attack gen- 
der generalizations as in principle essentialist or totalizing. Surely, 
such charges should require concrete examples of actual differences 
that are being submerged by any particular ‘totality’ in question.”” 
Feminist postmodernism fails in its own efforts in abstracting the no- 
tion of difference beyond the pale of politics and even of theory. Yet 
by focusing exclusively on the holy trinity of gender, race, and class, 
feminist postmodernism creates a “coercive, mechanical requirement” 
for feminist scholarship to be legitimate. What about age, sexual ori- 
entation, ethnicity, geography, even species? Certain postmodern 
feminists attempt to incorporate some of these, but not all by any 
means, because it is an impossible task. As Bordo asks, “How many 
axes can one include and still preserve analytical focus or argument?” 
That is the obverse of the difference dilemma: a focus on difference 
seems to deconstruct itself into the impossibility of writing theory. 
Feminist postmodernism thus threatens to become post-theoretical, 
if not antitheoretical as well. Those that do attempt to incorporate a 
multiplicity of dimensions provide predominantly general and often 
vague criticisms of essentialism and exclusion and little by means of 
concrete suggestions as to how inclusion is to be carried out through 
theory. This may lead us to the conclusion that theory should be 
abandoned altogether, but I for one am not ready to accept that con- 
clusion; nor, would it appear, are the writers of these criticisms. 
Thus a feminist postmodernism evaporates before our eyes; but this 
is due more to the dynamics of postmodernism than to those of femi- 
nism. Postmodern theory cannot be as long as it is post modern rather 
than pre something else.” And one of the something elses is femi- 
nism. By focusing exclusively on deconstructing the past, postmod- 
ernism provides no possibility for the future. As in reactive auton- 
omy, the self that is constituted through reactions to others, through 
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being not-other, is fragile and unstable, failing its own definition of 
autonomy. The self needs a more positive, constructive conception of 
autonomy as relational, attending to the ways in which a self becomes 
a self through relationships with others. Feminism, with relationship 
and the interdependent self at its core, provides a means for con- 
structing the new something elses that will emerge from the decon- 
structive rubble of the postmodern era. 


A Feminist Method for Political Theory or a 
Political-Theoretical Method for Feminism? 


As Mary Poovey argues, “If deconstruction took feminism seri- 
ously, it wouldn't look like deconstruction anymore”; hence there can 
be no feminist postmodernism. But “if feminism took deconstruction 
at its word, we could begin to dismantle the system that assigns to all 
women a single identity and a marginal place” as we say yes to a 
postmodern feminism. But it should be clear from the foregoing re- 
marks that postmodern feminism must be understood as something 
very different from feminist postmodernism and from “malestream” 
postmodern theory. For it must in a sense betray part of its name— 
the “postmodern” part—in the attempt to achieve goals that satisfac- 
torily address both postmodern and feminist enterprises. In strug- 
gling to find the meaning of woman, feminists must embrace post- 
modern ideals of difference, heterogeneity, and multiplicity without 
letting go of the goal of constructing theory. 

The primary such betrayal required to salvage postmodernism for 
feminist obligation is to reclaim the subject as a viable category of 
analysis. Liberalism is to some degree correct in its fundamental as- 
sertion that obligation requires agents and subjects, even if it defines 
those terms problematically. A participatory politics of mutual recog- 
nition wherein the content of obligations is worked out and negoti- 
ated similarly requires flesh-and-blood people who can converse, de- 
liberate, provide recognition, help others articulate their views, make 
decisions, and act on them. A collective cannot exist if its constituent 
parts do not. But liberalism simultaneously denies that women are 
subjects. Similarly, the denial of subjectivity is probably the single 
characteristic of postmodernism that makes a feminist postmodernism 
impossible. Postmodernism’s key insight that the liberal, Enlighten- 
ment subject of natural man is an oppressive fiction helps empower 
feminism to demand inclusion in political theory. But “to deny the 
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unity and stability of identity is one thing. The epistemological fan- 
tasy of becoming multiplicity—the dream of limitless multiple embodi- 
ments, allowing one to dance from place to place and self to self—is 
another.” Indeed, Flax argues that it is not only impossible but dan- 
gerous; “borderline syndrome,” in which the self has no “core,” is a 
serious pathology. “Those who celebrate or call for a ‘decentered’ self 
seem self-deceptively naive and unaware of the basic cohesion within 
themselves that makes the fragmentation of experiences something 
other than a terrifying slide into psychosis.” The strength of apply- 
ing object relations to political theory lies in its recognition of the self 
as socially constructed, and in its simultaneous search for “healthier” 
such constructions. It helps reveal that what makes fragmenting and 
volatile identities “sick” is not just the attitudes of modern society 
toward them nor the institutional responses to such people (though 
both may contribute to the problem) but the fragmentation itself. And 
to respond that of course the person feels tormented by the condition 
itself because language constructs the condition as illness and then 
determines this feeling and reaction is horrifically to deny such pain. 

Although the notion of subjectivity utilized throughout my study is 
not a unified totality but one of multiple selves, these selves are not 
fragmented and fractured but rather synthesized in a concrete person. 
In liberal obligation theory our identities are fractured by the very 
fiction that defines us as unified, and by the denial of individual mul- 
tiplicity. If I have only one central identity, that one must have differ- 
ent parts to accommodate my experiences: for instance, a public self 
and a private self. But if we embrace a notion of subjectivity as a 
gathering together within one person of a multiplicity of identities 
created and influenced by and through relations with a variety of 
other persons, each of whom has relations with a variety of still other 
persons in a web of interrelationship and identity, we get a concept of 
subjectivity that exists—that does not evaporate in a postmodern de- 
construction of self—but is not falsely coherent or unified. 

A feminist subjectivity, while allowing for core identities and vary- 
ing degrees of authenticity, need not be reduced to the totally unified 
subject of the Enlightenment. Diana Fuss suggests that we can view 
“subjectivity as a nexus of possibilities” rather than an essentialized, 
unitary entity; not an “I/not I” but rather a continuum of existence.'” 
This notion is interesting and illuminating, for at once it allows the 
myriad possibilities that any individual person can be—if institutional 
structures such as patriarchy do not discipline her to be one particular 
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way—but at the same time recognizes that it is a flesh-and-blood per- 
son who has these possibilities. To say that this person is a subject is 
not to define her for eternity but precisely to recognize the ways in 
which she can change: partly through choice, partly through chance, 
and partly through response to external factors, which comprises 
both choice and nonchoice. This subject always has the potential for 
more change; but that does not mean that subjectivity evaporates. 
Just because someone I love may die next week, sending me into a 
tailspin depression that leads me to institutionalize myself; or just be- 
cause a financial windfall allows me to quit my job and pursue a life- 
long dream of moving to Paris and writing poetry; or just because 
reading Foucault or even a particularly intense visit with a psycho- 
therapist may enable me to see how the meaning I have attributed to 
certain of my behaviors is really an illusion, thus causing me to recast 
my entire self-understanding: these possibilities do not mean that I 
cannot define myself as I am, here and now, with the conscious rec- 
ognition that this description is neither timeless nor unchanging nor 
exhaustively complete. Nor is this new sense of self completely dis- 
continuous with my former sense. Indeed, it can be fully understood 
and appreciated only in the context of my entire personal history. 
Within this context of possibility, the concept of essentialism be- 
comes transformed, more acceptable and even useful for postmodern 
feminism. As Gayatri Spivak points out, “When put into practice by 
the dispossessed themselves, essentialism can be powerfully displac- 
ing and disruptive.” De Lauretis similarly highlights the strategic 
and political importance of incorporating a notion of essentialism into 
postmodern feminism: “If feminist theory remains unwilling to take 
the risk of essentialism seriously while continuing to gesture toward it 
from a respectable distance, call it poststructuralist/deconstructionist 
or communist or simply anti-essentialist, it will remain unable to be 
both feminist and poststructuralist, both feminist and communist, or 
both feminist and radical at once. And the question is, in that case, 
can it remain feminist?” Postmodernism’s negative methodology is 
obviously extremely useful; but given the fact that we operate in our 
language and understand concepts through the dominant ontology 
and epistemology, even as we try to build them anew, then the tear- 
ing down can go only so far. Once we deconstruct to the limits of 
language, we are left with no means of communicating and even of 
formulating our ideas.” Wittgenstein’s maxim that all meaning occurs 
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in language does not mean that we cannot critique or pull apart exist- 
ing structures of thought, nor does it mean that new concepts and 
words cannot be introduced and utilized effectively. But it does mean 
that our deconstruction can go only so far before it loses meaning; 
and that even if we decompose as far as we are able, we are still left 
with part of the old structure. This, however, is not bad, as the more 
radical feminist postmoderns might claim; it just is. Just as it is point- 
less to say that gravity limits my freedom to fly, so is it meaningless 
to say that language as such limits our expression. Language is con- 
stituent of our ability to express and communicate ideas and experi- 
ence. To go beyond this and completely deconstruct language itself 
leaves us with only “an inarticulate sound.”"” 

Or does it? Do I perhaps overstate the case? Although language is a 
constituent feature of our social being, it is also, unlike gravity, man- 
made, and hence can and does contain many sexist, racist, and clas- 
sist elements which can be highly inhibitive of expression. So it both 
is and is not pointless to say that language limits us, inhibits our 
ability to formulate and express ideas. The entities or ideas that words 
express have meaning only insofar as those meanings can be ex- 
pressed in language. But those meanings can be perverted by lan- 
guage as well, and we may try to achieve a truer expression of our 
meaning. For instance, mothering as a practice or as a language game 
contains a variety of meanings in daily actions and expression, and 
these meanings constitute themselves through language. But there is 
also a great deal of nonverbal communication between mother and 
infant, the meaning of which may be hidden from the observer and 
even from the practitioners themselves, because such meaning is ac- 
tively obscured by the larger, dominant language game—patriarchal 
society—within which mothering takes place, That is, the dominant 
male nonmaternal discourse to a large degree controls and dominates 
the language of maternal practice, and this is because maternal prac- 
tice, while supporting and making possible the dominant discourse, 
is in many ways at odds with it. According to object relations theory, 
mother-only child rearing creates men who need to dominate women, 
which in turn ensures that women will continue to mother children. 

It is thus, we can argue, that part of the dominant language game 
depends on an obfuscation of maternal practice and a subversion of its 
meaning. Ruddick suggests that in a society in which morality is de- 
fined in terms of rights and separated individuals and values of con- 
nection and relationship are devalued, maternal thinking will likely 
be subverted into self-denigration with distastrously conflicting re- 
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sults. Values of “preservation” and “holding” within a society defined 
by competition, property, ownership, comparative value and the de- 
nial of self-creation to women except through their children will not 
surprisingly tend to degenerate into possessiveness or overprotective- 
ness, with growth stunted as a result. “Acceptability” can become an 
important or even a primary value in such a society, which will pro- 
duce results antithetical to the practice, demanding conformity and 
crushing the creative spirit. It will also result in sons’ going to war, a 
practice in many ways diametrically opposed to maternal practice. 

Of course, maternal practice is not a “pure” thing that is merely 
talked about incorrectly; it is shaped by that language as well. Yet 
there would seem to be two conflicting meanings within one practice: 
the meaning of the dominant discourse and the meaning that women 
experience but cannot articulate because they lack a suitable lan- 
guage. That we tend to deny that such nonverbalized experience has 
meaning attests not only to the hegemony of masculinist discourse 
(could the primacy of language as a determinant of meaning be a 
reflection of empiricism?) but also to the difficulty of building theories 
within a hostile environment. If it seems in feminist enterprises that 
we run against the walls of our language, perhaps it is because our 
language expresses—and can only express—particular perspectives 
and ideas, particular kinds of theory and ways of developing theory, 
The challenge embodied in getting beyond this problem is one that 
needs to be faced, however, not only for the success of feminist the- 
ory but also to ensure the future viability of political theory in gen- 
eral. 

I have argued that a key to meeting this challenge lies in a concept 
of plural feminist standpoints: an application of standpoint epistemol- 
ogy to the idea of multiplicity to allow for a variety of standpoints that 
reflect the variety of women’s and men’s experiences. By locating it 
within the modifier feminist, we curtail the relativism of postmodern- 
ism. Not just anything can count as a feminist standpoint. But for a 
complete picture—or at least a less partial one—other groups ex- 
cluded and marginalized from the dominant discourses need to de- 
velop their stories as well.” Various standpoints must be further ex- 
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plored and articulated, even as feminism itself develops and evolves 
many standpoints of its own. Feminism may share insights and prob- 
lems with the standpoint of Native Americans, or disabled people, or 
the urban underclass, but it cannot speak for such groups because 
their experiences are far from coextensive. Although feminists must 
be involved in the struggle to help others realize their subjectivity, 
such others must also articulate their own standpoints. I realize I run 
the risk of implying the belief that different groups are established 
entities with distinct characteristics, thus problematizing the positions 
of, say, black women (are they African-Americans or feminists?). I do 
not, however, intend to convey this meaning. As I argued in my brief 
description of caucus democracy, all of us, including white males, 
belong to varieties of groups because we have various standpoints 
reflecting different aspects of our experience. These aspects fragment 
us only in the context of a discourse that demands our identity to be 
unified; within a context of multiplicity these aspects allow for the 
individual to engage in an ongoing and continually shifting process of 
self-definition, self-understanding, and synthesis. Obviously some 
standpoints will seem to have more power for different people than 
others, and at different times in their lives. But the continued articula- 
tion of different standpoints is vital not only for empowering more 
groups and experiences and thus for strengthening the conversation 
but also for helping others realize the ways in which the identities 
they thought were not important to them really are. 

This means that holders of various standpoints must themselves 
articulate those standpoints. For instance, women of any description 
(Muslim women, women of color, working-class women, and so 
forth) are better able than men to articulate a feminist standpoint. But 
it also means that others can and must help them realize their stand- 
points: men can and indeed should also be feminists. Although femi- 
nists cannot speak for others any more than others can speak for 
them, feminists can nevertheless listen and respond as they expect 
others to listen and respond to them. Through others’ articulation, 
feminists of all sorts learn about one another and about themselves. 
That is, the articulation of, say, black feminism (which itself may 
leave out further subdivisions—a black heterosexual feminist may 
have different experiences from a black lesbian feminist and so forth) 
or of (a potentially broader and hence even more potentially essential- 
izing) African-Americanism will teach white (and perhaps also mid- 
dle-class or academic-professional or heterosexual) feminists about 
the experiences of black women and men; but it also provides a tool 
for understanding their own experiences as white feminists. That is, 
using a black feminist or African-American standpoint as a starting 
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point for theory can reveal things about white women’s experiences 
that a white feminist standpoint cannot reveal, precisely because of 
the privilege that adheres to being white. At the same time, white 
women do experience oppression, and so it makes no sense to ignore 
the experiences of white women simply because black women are 
more oppressed. By that logic we would have to ignore African- 
Americanism altogether because the category includes men. We 
would have to find the absolutely most oppressed person (who will 
most likely be a woman, among other things) and use her standpoint 
as the basis for a new true theory that tells the whole story. Even 
apart from the incommensurability of certain oppressions (are Chi- 
canas more oppressed in the United States than blacks? Jews more 
than Muslims?), such a caricature of standpoint epistemology ignores 
the interdependence of different kinds of oppression and hence the 
need to articulate a variety of standpoints, 

This variety and multiplicity of standpoints is absolutely crucial if 
we are to achieve the inclusiveness and mutual recognition of a femi- 
nist participatory democratic conversation and hence the determina- 
tion of obligation. Yet pursuing multiplicity within a standpoints ap- 
proach prevents the slide into relativism, for it provides collective 
means of evaluating and discriminating between various claims for a 
standpoint. In particular, it allows for discrimination between a stand- 
point and an ideology, which can be racist, misogynist, homophobic, 
classist, ageist, and so forth. For instance, men have insights to con- 
tribute to feminists, as do whites to African-Americans, heterosexuals 
to lesbians and homosexuals, perhaps even capitalists to workers. But 
this is different from saying that masculinism has something to offer 
feminism, or classism has something to offer the proletariat. The dan- 
gers and likelihood of masking ideology as standpoint is greater from 
the perspective of the more powerful in each of these pairs, because 
such ideologies will reinforce their preexisting claims to power. 

The methodological advantage of standpoint epistemology lies in 
its notion that women will have more to say to men, African-Ameri- 
cans more to say to whites, lesbians and homosexuals more to say to 
heterosexuals, workers more to say to capitalists, because it considers 
the experience of the oppressed less partial and perverse than that of 
the more privileged. But the exchange of insights is not unidirec- 
tional, exclusively from the bottom up. The articulation of identity is a 
collaborative enterprise, which is what makes conversation and mu- 
tual recognition so crucial to its success. Mutuality, however, is not a 
principle of relativism. Rather, as a feminist principle it places certain 
limitations on what can count as a standpoint as opposed to an ideol- 
ogy. The articulation of such standpoints, within the parameters of 
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feminism, ensures that such experiences must be articulated from 
the perspective of women’s or workers’ or African-Americans’ or les- 
bians’ lives. As Harding points out, standpoint epistemology does not 
merely limit itself to passively including the standpoints of others; it 
requires that we begin from others’ lives as the basis for theory. Thus, 
for instance, a liberal justification of rights would have to begin from 
the perspective of groups who have been excluded from and hurt by 
the liberal discourse of rights, and not just from the privileged white 
male perspective that created rights discourse. Such a shift of per- 
spective, I have argued throughout this book, would require a pro- 
found shift in the discourse itself. So the invocation to theorize from 
others’ perspectives does not apply just to feminists and other mar- 
ginalized groups who most obviously have something to gain from 
such a mutualistic strategy. Those in traditionally privileged positions 
must also take responsibility for such theorizing, even though it may 
appear to disempower them, for in reality it empowers us all. 
Accordingly, a feminist standpoints method cannot be content 
merely “adding and stirring’ women of color, lesbian women, 
women factory workers to a basically white, economically privileged 
feminist standpoint, any more than it holds that political theorists can 
“add and stir” women to the theories of Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau. 
Theory must be developed that starts from all of these different his- 
torical experiences. The feminist postmodern call simply to listen to 
women’s experience is a starting point for this process, but it cannot 
nourish or sustain feminist projects. Women’s voices can be inter- 
preted in sexist ways, and there can be non-self-conscious or non— 
self-critical representation even of one’s own experience. The self- 
conscious dimensions of postmodernism require us to recognize how 
we may be wrong even as we point out how others may also be 
wrong: “’That’s not it’ and ‘that’s still not it.’”"° But ironically, per- 
haps, this is the advantage of a feminist standpoints method over 
feminist postmodernism: it helps keep postmodern goals from folding 
back on themselves and imploding. A standpoints approach reveals 
why the double-edged character of identity politics as critique of the 
oppressiveness of social construction and the liberation of empower- 
ing choice is so important to a feminist method for conceptualizing 
politics and political theory. It can help feminists figure out “how to 
enter struggles over the meaning(s) of woman in ways that do not 
repress pluralities, without losing sight of the political necessity for 
fiction and unity.” Fictions are dangerous, but they are also helpful. 
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Although a feminist postmodernist might say, “Sure they’re helpful— 
they’ve helped ‘malestream’ theorists for centuries,” such a response 
fails to note the crucial distinction between these new unities and 
fictions and the old hegemonies they seek not to replace but to dis- 
place. For these new fictions are born of a recognition of the dangers 
of hegemony; they evolve out of a self-conscious rejection of same- 
ness and unity; they emerge from an understanding of the impor- 
tance of difference as the very soul of meaning. Identity politics can 
help “shift the terms of the struggle” and provide “the ability to see 
our position within existing structures but to respond from some- 
where else,” Such new approaches will always, by Enlightenment 
standards, appear partial, incomplete, even vague, while by post- 
modern standards they wil] simultaneously appear hegemonic and 
totalizing. But the apparent failure by the standards of both of these 
discourses can provide the most powerful revelation of feminism’'s 
strength. In a sense, as long as feminism can keep both of these kinds 
of masculinist discourses unhappy—even more, as long as it can keep 
both of them off base, struggling to defend and rearticulate them- 
selves—feminists have to suspect that they are doing something 
right. 
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